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I. OVl/IIVIEW

A. INTRODUCM'ION

The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is a central component of America's overall strategy to

provide assistance to low-income households. With annual outlays in excess of $13 billion, the

program serves more than 18,500,000 participants each month (U.S. Department of Agriculture,

1989a). It provides the only form of assistance nationwide to essentiaUy ail financially needy

households without imposing nonfinancial categorical criteria, such as whether households contain

children or elderly or disabled membera.

Furthermore, for many low-income households in America, the FSP represents a very major

share of their overall household resources. For a typical AFDC family that receives food stamps,

the benefits provide about 33 percent of the family's total purchasing power (U.S. Department

of Agriculture, 1989b), and in states that offer relatively low AFDC benefits they can provide 50

percent or more. x

The basic structure of the current FSP has now been in place for more than ten years;

however, the program has been revised substantially over that time as policymakers have

attempted to meet the competing objectives of the program in a national environment that has

itself undergone substantial change. For iustance, repeated changes to the rules that deterrmne

program benefit amounts have sought to strike an appropriate balance between providing an

adequate level of a._istance and responding to the fiscal pressures imposed by large federal budget

deficits. Similarly, the Congrec_ has sought to ensure high levels of accuracy and fiscal integrity

_For example, for households that receive food stamps and AFDC in Alabama, food stamps
provide approximately 55 percent of the households' gross income. (Unpublished tabulation from

the Summer 1987 Food Stamp Quality Control sample.)
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in the adm/ms' tration of the program while addresdng concerto that complex eligibility certification

and benefit hsuance procedures might limit access to the program by some particularly vulnerable

low-income households. Repeated concerns have also been expressed about maintaining work

incentives while also ensuring that the program meets the needs of households whose members

are unable to work.

These issues remain unresolved, and concern about hunger and the welfare of low-income

households continues as we enter the 1990s. Many of the issues raised in the following papers

address enduring pol/cy concerns that have been scrutlni?_d in the past and are likely to be raised

again in future policy debates:

· How well does the FSP reach its target population of low-income
households?

° Does the FSP improve dietary quality among low-income households?

· How well do the FSP and other food assistance program-_ meet the
needs of vulnerable groups, such as the homeless population?

· How should FSP employment and training policies be structured to best
serve part/c/pants?

In this introductory chapter, we first briefly discuss how the FSP works to provide

background for those readers who may not be familiar with the operation of the program. We

then provide an overall policy context for the questions and issues raised by each of the research

papers. The remaining chapters of this monograph consist of eight research papers.

B. OVERVIEW OF THE FSP

Since the early 1960s, the FSP has expanded from a handful of state pilot programs to a

major federal assistance program serving over 18 million people per month. It is the largest of

the 13 different domestic nutrition assistance programs administered by USDA's Food and



Nutrition Service (FNS). This array of programs serves the general nutritional needs of

low-income Americans, as well as those with special needs, such as school children and elderly

persons.

People who believe that they need assistance can apply to participate in the FSP at local

offices throughout the country. Typically, a food stamp office is located in each county within

a state; densely populated urban counties often have multiple offices. Households which meet

certain financial and other criteria are certified by the local offices to participate in the program

and are issued food stamp benefit coupons monthly; the benefit amounts are based on household

size and the net income available to the household to purchase food.

Food stamp coupons can be used to purchase food items at any of the approximately

230,000 food outlets and grocery stores which participate in the program nationwide. In turn,

these outlets redeem the coupons for money at local banks, which are then reimbursed through

the Federal Reserve System.

Responsibility for administering the FSP is shared by the federal, state, and local levels

of government. At the federal level, FNS develops and publishes the program regulations which

implement the relevant congressional authorizing legislation. FNS also provides overall guidance

for and monitors the program.

Day-to-day operations are conducted by state and local governments. In some states, the

FSP is administered directly by the states. In those states, the personnel who staff local program

offices are state employees. In other states, the program is administered by local governments

(typically counties) under state supervision. In most areas, the FSP is administered jointly with

the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) and Medicaid programs.



Program benefit outlays are paid entirely by the federal government. The costs of

administering the program are shared between the federal and state governments, with the federal

government reimbursing states at a match/n E rate of 50 percent for most administrative costs.

C. THE RESEARCH PAPERS AND THE FOOD STAMP POLICY DEBATE

FNS has sponsored recent research in each of the four policy areas delineated on page

2. Eight invited papers summarize the portion of this research most relevant to the four policy

areas and form the remaining chapters of this monograph. In this section, we expand on the

issues and policy tradeoffs and then discuss how the research papers address the policy issues and

inform the debate.

1. Food Stamp Program Participation

As mentioned earlier, the Food Stamp Program provides assistance nationally to low-

income households without imposing such categorical or nonfinancial criteria as age requirements

or the presence of children. Yet it is well known that, as with other welfare programs, not all

those who arc eligible to participate in the FSP do so. However, the program participation rate

(the ratio of participants to eligibles) is often used as an indicator of the success of social

programs such as the FSP.

a. Participation Rates and Variations Across Demographic and Economic Subgroup

Although Congress, program administrators, and welfare advocates do not expect universal

participation among eligibles, they do need reliable estimates of participation rates to help inform

the policy debate on how well the FSP is meeting the needs of its target population. They also

need to know how participation rates vary by such economic circumstances as levels of need and
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by such demographic groups as elderly households. Understanding which groups tend to have

lower participation rates than other groups can help focus program outreach efforts.

Estimates of participation rates have varied substantially in the available research, ranging

from 24 percent to 60 percent for ellgll)le households, depending on the data sources used, the

methodologies employed, and the time periods covered. The Allin et aL paper critiques the

methodologies used to obtain these estimates, and provides a new set of methodologies based on

the best information available.

The study indicates that, in August 1984, 60 percent of eligible households and 66 percent

of eligible individuals participated in the FSP. Thus, about one-third of those eligible did not

participate in the program. The study shows, however, that two-thirds of the eligible households

received 80 percent of the benefits payable had ail eligible households participated, indicating that

households that were eligible for larger benefits, and hence were in greater need, were more

likely to participate than were households whose benefits would have been smaller.

Although some groups participate at rates near 100 percent (such as those who receive

AFDC), other groups are more difficult to serve than are the majority of needy households. We

know, for instance, that only about one-third of eligible elderly individuals participate. As the

Ponza paper shows, one of the difficulties experienced by such households may bc complying with

documentation and other eligibility requirements. Understanding these diffculties could help

improve access to the FSP and thus increase participation rates.

b. How FSP Participation Rates Have Changed Over Time

The number of participating households rises and falls with changes in program rules, the

economy, and demographics. However, the more meaningful measure of the effectiveness of the
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program is changes in the number of participating households as a proportion of eligible

households--that is, changes in the participation rate-over time.

Available studies provide estimates of participation rates over the past 10 to 15 years, but

the different data sources and methodologies used preclude any meaningful assessment of

whether differences among the rates are due to any real changes in the rates. Thus, what is

clearly needed is a series of participation rates over time to help identify trends that can be

linked to particular changes in legislation or program operations. The AUin et aL paper

summarizes a recent study that constructed a series of participation rates over time. These

participation rates represent the only source of estimates based on a single data source over a

10-year period 0_78-1988).

Although the estimates are subject to some methodological limitations, they show that the

participation rates increased with the implementation of the Food Stamp Act of 1977 and then

remained relatively constant. The elimination of the purchase requirement under the 1977 Act

made the program more acce_ible to many eligible, low-income households because they were

no longer required to acquire and spend cash to obtain food stamps; The estimated net effect

of the 1977 Act was a 15 percentage point increase in the participation rate.

c. Reasons for Nonparticipation in the FSP Among Eligibles

At least as important as estimating the participation rate reliably is identifying the reasons

for nonparticipation in the program. For example, households with higher incomes that are

eligible for small benefit amounts may not believe that the amount of the benefit is worth the

effort of applying. On the other hand, some households may not participate because they are

not aware of their eligibility, signaling the need for changes in program operations or outreach

that might encourage greater participation. Unfortunately, however, many of the steps which can
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be taken to increase access to the program increase admlnlqtrative co6ts as well Thus, public

ofiScials must balance the competing goals of improving access to the progrsm and meeting budget

constraints. Allin et al. show that although many of the studies on the determinants of

nonparticipation have limitations their results have been fairly consistent. Nonparticipants have

tended to report that they were not participating due to three major reasons:

1. They were not aware that they were eligible.

2. They did not want the food stamps or believed that they did not need them.

3. The costs of participation were too high relative to the level of benefits
received.

However, Allin et al. indicate that these findings do not go far enough in enhancing our

understanding of the motivations behind the behavior of eligible nonparticipants, such as why in

fact respondents believe that they do not need the assistance. More research in this area must

be undertaken to better understand what influences the participation decision.

d. Events Associated with Households' Entering or Exiting the FSP and the Factors
That Affect the Length of Food Stamp Receipt

Data on FSP participation may provide information on the specific events that induce

households to enter or exit the program. This knowledge can guide efforts to facilitate access

to and reduce long-term dependence on the program. For example, employment and training

programs that are developed to reduce long-term dependence by increasing employment and

earnings prospects may benefit from information on the types of employment-related events that

lead to program exits.

The paper by Burstcin and Visher finds that almost half of all new food stamp caseload

openings are associated with a change in household composition. Of those not associated with



a change in household composition, a third are associated with a reduction in earnings or other

taxable income. They also find, not surprisingly, that the most common reason for exiting the

program is an increase in income.

Employment and training CE&T) programs help partidpants gain the sm necessary to

increase their earnings and their net income. Evaluations of the effectiveness of both the AFDC

and food stamp E&T programs are now being conducted, and the initial results of the food

stamp E&T evaluations are discussed later in this monograph by Puma and Wemer.

In helping states target their E&T programs most effectively, it is useful to know the

length of time that households with particular characteristics tend to receive food stamps and the

factors that influence the probability of a case's closing in a given month. Burstein and Visher

find that households with work registrants, wage earners, or single persons have shorter food

stamp spells than do other food stamp participants. Households with elderly members tend to

remain in the program for longer periods than do other recipients, but they are exempt from

E&T programs, and they are not likely to receive increases in income due to increased earnings.

AFDC recipients also receive food stamps for longer periods than do other food stamp recipients,

but are exempt from E&T programs if they meet AFDC work-related requirements.

2. Dietary Effects

While it is generally agreed that improving the quality of the diets of recipients is an

important policy objective of the Food Stamp Program, no clear consensus seems to have been

reached on how such program features as the form of the benefit are associated with the effects

of the program on the quality of diets. Aa in other areas of FSP policy, complex tradeoffa exist

among competing objectives, and the available research has not provided clear guidance on the

magnitude of the tradeoffs involved.

8



One policy concern is the extent to which FSP benefits increase the nutrients that are

available to recipient households. It has been argued that the FSP could fail to improve dietary

quality in one of the following ways:

· A household uses food coupons to purchase the same dollar amount of
food that it would have purchased with cash in the absence of the
program, and uses the freed-up cash to purchase other items, such as
clothing and shelter.

· A household uses its food coupons to purchase an increased dollar
amount of food over what it would have purchased in the absence of the

program, but the increased spending does not improve nutrient
availability in households. This outcome could occur if the household

purchased more highly processed food or ate more meals away from
home, since, in general, the nutrient density per dollar is less for highly
processed foods and for meals purchased away from home.

The original FSP was designed to ensure that most recipient households would increase

their expenditures on food. Recipients were required to purchase the full allotment of stamps

for their household size, with the amount of the purchase requirement varying by income. The

purchase requirement was waived for households with very little or no income. In the Food

Stamp Act of 1977, the Congress eliminated the purchase requirement. Opponents of this

change argued that, because the legislation would have a negative impact on food consumption,

it would also reduce the effectiveness of the program at ensuring adequate nutrient intake among

recipients.

Recent weffare reform proposals of three states would move one step further. Welfare

reform demonstrations currently approved for Washington, Alabama, and San Diego County,

California are substituting direct cash payments for some participants on an experimental basis.

Like those who were against eliminating purchase requirements, opponents of direct cash

payments argue that the dietary effect of the program is likely to diminish as recipients are
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provided an even easier way to spend fewer doila_ on food. Thh outcome could occur for

households which currently receive more stamps than they prefer t° allocate to purchases of

food. Opponents also argue that d/etary quality may suffer if recipients increase their purchases

of food away from home. The additional cash income may also bring new demands to use the

income on other purchases.

On the other hand, given that the program is able to hnprove the diets only of those

households which participate, proponents of eliminating the purchase requirement in 1977 argued

that coming up with the cash to purchase the stamps was a significant barrier to participation for

many households, ff these households could not participate, the FSP program could not affect

the nutrients that are available in the foods that they used. After the Food Stamp Act of 1977

was implemented, participation did increase substantially. Similarly, proponents of switching to

dffect cash benefits argue that the conversion may enhance the effect of the program on the

quality of the diets of eligible households by further increasing participation in the FSP. Further,

if direct cash benefits reduce admin_trative casts, more benefits can be provided for the same

aggregate program coat.

Therefore, some people argue that food stamp coupons effectively increase dietary quality

among recipients by increasing food consumption, while others argue that switching to direct cash

benefits would be more effective at /reproving dietary quality among recipients by increasing

their participation and reducing administrative costs. The paper by Devaney and Moffitt, based

on 1979-80 data, addresses this issue by comparing the effects of ordinary cash income and FSP

coupons on the dietary quality of recipients. Their findings indicate that the FSP increases

nutrient availability by a significantly greater amount than does the equivalent amount of cash

income. Specifically, the effect of a one-dollar increase in the food stamp benefit is from 3 to

7 times greater than a one-dollar increase in cash income for most nutrients. This difference is
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substantial, but the evidence may not be directly applicable to a cash food a_istance benefit.

That is, cash a_istance that is explicitly earmarked as food a_istance may have a different effect

on food purchas_ than do general increases in ordinary cash income. The forthcoming

evaluations of the food stamp cash-out demon-_tration._ will provide direct evidence on the effect

of cash food assistance versus coupon._ on food expenditures and dietary quality. If the cash-out

findings for cash versus coupon forms of food assistance are similar to the findings of Devaney

and Moffitt, they may be viewed as a strong rationale for maintaining in-kind food benefits.

3. Targeting Special Needs

As indicated earlier, the FSP has a broad mandate to provide assistance to all financially

needy households. However, policies and program features that work well for the majority of

needy households may not be appropriate for such specific groups as homeless or elderly persons

or res/dents of Indian reservations. For example, homeless persons, and to a lesser extent elderly

persons, are reported to have difficulty in complying with the requirements of the FSP for the

thorough documentation of eligibility. Reducing these eligibility documentation requirements

might improve the accessibility of the program to and thus enhance the participation of such

groups as homeless individuals, but could conflict with the goal of ensuring both that benefits go

only to eligible households and that fraud and abuse are minimized. This example illustrates

the difficult policy tradeoffs involved in continuing to meet the objectives of the program

associated with serving the majority of households while also meeting the needs of particular

groups.

Other factors make it particularly difficult for a broad-based national program such as the

FSP to serve those with special needs. Homeless persons tend to have no fixed addresses or

facilities for preparing food, American Indians often live in isolated locations remote from FSP
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eligibility offices and from participating fo_ stores, and a substantial portion of elderly persons

suffer from physical or mental functional !imltation._ that make dealing with FSP eligibility and

issuance procedures difficult. How can domestic food policy recognize these substantial

challenges?

Three of the research papers focus on the special needs of different groups of low-income

households and provide information pertinent to addre_ing thi._ question. Butt and Cohen

examine participation in the I:;SP by homeless persons and the effectiveness of the prepared

meals prov/sion at making the program a better provider of services to homeless persons. Ponza

examines the effectiveness of current USDA food a._i._tance programs at meeting the needs of

Iow-income elderly persons. Finally, Usher discu._ the Food Dhtribution Program on Indian

Reservations that has been established to serve American Indians whose remote location makes

program administration and access to participating food stores problematic.

a. Size and Composition of Unmet Need

When considering how best to serve the special needs of particular groups, we must first

identify these groups and their sizes and characteristic& The studies presented herein suggest

that considerable unmet need exists among such special population groups as homeless and

elderly persons. In particular, Butt and Cohen report that 38 percent of the homeless

households in their study sometimes or often did not get enough to eat, and 75 percent ate less

than three meals a day. They also report that, while virtually all of the homeless households in

their study had incomes and assets low enough for FSP eligibility, only 18 percent were

participating in the FSP.

Ponza's findings for the iow-income elderly indicate that, while the economic status of

elderly persons has improved dramatically in the last 20 years, over 13 million are low-income
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(live in households whose monthly income is less than 185 percent of the poverty threshold), and

that such low-income elderly households exlfibit other characteristics that tend to increase their

risk of inadequate nutrition. The FSP appears to be reaching slightly over one-third of eligible

elderly individuals, and all food assistance programs in combination appear to be reaching no

more than half of ail low-income elderly persons.

b. Balancin_ Pro2ram Ac,cessibil_tv and Accountability

A second policy issue which arises when considering how the needs of special groups can

be met is how the demands on eligib/!/ty certification procedures to keep error rates low can be

balanced against the more limited capab/l/t/es of some recipients to meet procedural and

documentation requirements. Policymakers should consider the number of potential recipients

who have difficulty with certification requirements, the aspects of these requirements that are

problematic, and the options available for reducing d/fi_culties in meeting certification

requirements, as well as other policy tradeoff_. Should the program change cert/fication

requirements or provide more assistance to such recipients in meeting the requirements? (The

Hunger Prevention Act of 1988, for example, mandates developing a program to help states

simplify the application forms for food stamps.) Alternatively, might these groups be served

better by programs that have less formal el/gibility procedures, such as the congregate meals

program?

This inherent conflict-between the tax-paying public's demand that income assistance

programs be administered rigorously and the difficulty experienced by special-needs groups in

meeting the procedural and documentation requirements for eLigibility--appears to be acute. Burt

and Cohen and Ponza point to the difficulties of special-needs groups in complying with eligibility

requirements. In their study of the homeless, Burt and Cohen report that, while only 18 percent
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of the homeleu population were currently participating in the FSP, two-thirds of the sample had

previously had contact with the program_ They also indicate that local FSP offices have difficulty

in determining the eligibility of homeless persons due to insufficient documentation and a failure

to meet procedural requirements, such as keeping appointments for interviews with caseworkers.

Some problems were also reported in developing workable coupon issuance procedures for

homeless persons.

While elderly persons participate at roughly double the rate of homeless persons, Ponza

indicates that many elderly nonparticipants report that acce_ility is a problem. Particularly for

the older elderly, physical and mental limitations greatly exacerbate the difficulty of meeting

program requirements. In structured discussions with groups of low-income elderly, many

reported that they had difficulty in reaching the local eligibility office, and then only to find that

they did not have all the required documentation. A number of elderly persons reported that

they did not complete the process because they were frustrated with trying to meet the

requirements. A few who were certified as eligible reported that traveling to issuance sites and

waiting in line were also difficult for them. One step toward addressing this issue was taken in

the recent Hunger Prevention Act of 1988, which requires state agencies to provide applicants

with a list of the documentation and other requirements necessary to complete the application

process. While total solutions to such policy conflicts are inherently difficult, the two studies by

Burr and Cohen and Ponza present important new data and insights that will be useful to

policymakers as they consider potential modifications to current program operations.

c. Which Benefit Form and Delivery Mechanism Best Meets the Needs of Special
Populations?

Providing food assistance in the form of coupons which may be exchanged for food in

grocery stores is generally an effective benefit-delivery form for stable households with cooking
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facilities. However, food coupons may not be very useful to homeleu persons who do not have

acce_ to cooking facilities and elderly persons who are unable to shop and prepare foods. The

studies on special-needs populations presented herein ex_amine how well the various food

assistance delivery mechanisms-f_ coupons, direct payments, and home-delivered meals-work

for special-needs groups, and they contribute to the debate about which of these forms works

best. Many alternative forms of food assistance are already available on a limited scale. For

example, food stamp benefits are 'cashed out' for SSI recipients in Wisconsin and California.

Since 1986, homeless persons may use their food coupons to purchase prepared meals from

authorized nonprofit providers. However, when Burt and Cohen examined this prepared-meals

provision, they found that too few authorized providers entered the program for it to have much

practical effect. Consequently, they question whether a food coupon system is an effective

benefit delivery mechanism for much of the homeless population.

As reported by Ponza, elderly persons currently benefit from alternative benefit forms

under USDA and Title III of the Older American.n Act. In addition to the FSP, home-delivered

meals are available to homebound frail elderly persons; congregate meals, for which food stamps

may be used to cover the suggested contribution, are available to elderly persons in many areas;

and commodity distribution programs are also available. Ponza finds that each of these

alternative benefit mechanisms serves a somewhat different group of the elderly population, and

that multiple approaches are necessary to meet their diverse needs.

In response to a concern that access to the FSP and participating food stores was difficult

for some American Indians, the 1977 Food Stamp Act allowed American Indians to choose

between commodity distribution and food stamps. Usher describes the operation of the food

distribution program and the plans for the forthcoming evaluation. That evaluation will examine

15



the pros and cons of food distn'bution versus food stamps for delivering food assistance to

American Indians on reservations.

There does not seem to be any one best form and delivery system for providing food

assistance to the special-needs populations. It appears that the needs of these population groups

are diverse and are best met with multiple benefit forms and delivery systems. While multiple

food assistance programs may appear duplicative and inefficient, the multiple approach may be

the only feasz_le method.

4. Employment and Trainina

Much of the welfare reform debate has focused on reducing long-term welfare dependence

among recipients, preparing them for the work force, and encouraging job-ready welfare recipients

to search actively for and to engage in work. Congress has addressed these issues by establishing

employment and training programs for able-bodied welfare recipients for most low-income

assistance programs. For the FSP specifically, Congress passed the Food Security Act of 1985,

which requ/res that all states operate employment and training programs. The ultimate goal of

these E&T programs is to reduce long-term dependence and increase self-sufficiency among

welfare recipients by enhancing their employment and earnings prospects, thereby reducing

government expenditures on assistance programs and enhancing overall national production.

Much of the recent welfare reform activity has focused on designing suc.ce._ful employment

and training programs. Previous research on the effectivenes.s of employment and training has

yielded mixed and widely varied results. While some evaluations have found that employment

and training services have positive impacts on employment and earnings, other studies have found

that they are ineffective.
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In response to the need for research on E&T progrnms, Usher, Oogan, and Koo have

analyzed long-term dependence among FSP work registrants. Puma and Wemer discuss how

states currently plan and operate F_.&Tprogrsnts. Both studies take the first important step of

clarifying and describing the policy problem so that policymakers can develop strategies to reduce

costs and target services effectively.

Ytrst, Usher et aL set out to determine both the extent to which FSP work registrants

rely on food stamps for long-term support and the proportion of total benefits received by long-

term participants. Their findings on long-term dependence can help policymakers determine

whether current F_.&T services are appropriate for the population being served, and how services

should be targeted toward those participants who are most likely to benefit from them. Targeting

services effectively is particularly important given the limited E&T funds available and the large

number of persons who are to be served.

Usher et aL find that some work registrants do in fact depend on food stamps for

relatively long periods of time, and that they do consume a substantial proportion of FSP

resources. However, most of the work registrant households in their study received food stamps

for six months or less, left the program, and did not return within two to two and a haft years.

These households with short-term receipt consumed a relatively small proportion of total food

stamp allotments.

On the other hand, work registrant households which experienced multiple spells of

participation constituted only approximately one-third of the total population of work registrant

households, but consumed nearly haft of the total food stamp allotments. Finally, the group that

consumed the largest portion of the total benefits were those households that experienced a

single spell that lasted longer than six months. These findings suggest that E&T programs should
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focus services on households which experience a single spell on food stamps that lasts longer than

s/x months, since these households demonstrate the greatest dependency on food stamps.

Second, FNS has funded a comprehensive study of the operations and effectiveness of

the E&T program. As part of this overall evaluation, Puma and Werner conducted an initial

examination of the operation of state E&T programs and a description of E&T participants,

which can be used to help determine whether current sent/ces are likely to be appropriate given

the population's characteristics. Because it was not clear how thc states would implement E&T

provisions, Puma and Wemer investigate how they have planned and operated E&T programs.

Puma and Werner find that states have taken the opportunity given to them by the

Congress to design programs that suit theh' unique needs. Rather than simply expanding the

existing job-search programs, states have been innovative. Specifically, three-quarters of the local

Food Stamp Agencies (FSAs) that were sampled have implemented entirely new programs, or

programs that are distinctly different from their previous programs.

In FY 1988, states provided a variety of employment and training services to one million

mandatory work registrants and volunteers. Although job search is the most common service

provided by States, they have begun to provide such services as vocational education services and

work experience. States have provided these services through various sources, such as the .lob

Training Partnership Act, local education institutions, and other public and private agencies.

Many states have also addressed the needs of individual participants by instituting flexible

reimbursement schemes for participants' out-of-pocket expenses and by providing in-kind services,

such as child care and transportation services. Therefore, Puma and Werner find that states have

generally responded positively to the employment and training legislation by expanding and

improving employment and training services for the food stamp work registrant population.
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Puma and Werner also identify the character/st/ca of the work registrant population which

may be useful in determining the types of indiv/duals who should be targeted. They find that,

in general, state E&T programs are serving young, married, and nonwhite FSP participants with

little education and work experience. These E&T participants are not well prepared to enter the

job market, and can most likely benefit from effective and effldent employment and training

programs.

Puma and Werner and Usher et al. present important, initial findings which will inform

policymakers as they attempt to design effective E&T programs. Because these studies present

preliminary findings and because the F__T program itself is in the initial stage of implementation,

it is too early to determine the success with which E&T programs reduce long-term dependence

and program costs. Research in the future, especially the comprehensive evaluation funded by

FNS, will provide more in-depth information to guide policymakers in addressing the issues

involved in designing effective E&T programs.

D. CONCLUSIONS

As we enter the 1990s, the following four key issues are likely to be at the center of policy

debates about the future form of the FSP:

· How well does the FSP reach its target population of low-income
households?

· Does the FSP improve dietary quality among low-income households?

· How well do the FSP and other food assistance programs meet the
needs of vulnerable groups, such as the homeless population?

· How should FSP employment and training policies be structured to best

serve participants?
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The research papers comprising the remaining chapters of this monograph provide important new

insights into each of these key issues. In some cases, these insights can be and have been used

directly to help inform policy development. In other eases, they provide a focus for the research

and data collection efforts necessary to structure food assistance programs more effectively. We

briefly summarize our interpretation of those insights in the remainder of this conclusion.

1. Reaching the Target Population

The FSP is succeasfuily reaching the majority of its low-income target population, as

supported by estimates that two-thirds of all eligible persons actually participate, and that those

participants receive 80 percent of the benefits payable ff all eligible households participated.

Notwithstanding this success, it also appears that a majority of program eligibles in more difficult-

to-serve groups (such as elderly and homeless persons) are not being served. Reaching these

difficult-to-serve nonparticipants will continue to be a challenge.

2. Improving Dietary Qualit_

Two major issues are associated with dietary quality--the extent to which the program

improves nutrient availability to participants, and the manner in which dietary quality would be

affected by a shift to cash benefits. The available evidence indicates that the current FSP, with

its food coupon benefit form, does improve dietary quality, although no consensus has been

reached about the magnitude of the effect on nutrient availability. Some advocates of cash food

assistance argue that cash would serve the needs of recipients more effectively, reduce

administrative costs, reduce fraud and abuse, and improve access to the program. The

evaluations of the food stamp cash-out demonstrations now underway should provide more
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definitive results about the differential effects of food coupons and cash food assisumce on the

dietary q_nllty of participants, as well as on administrative costs and other outcomes.

3. Meeting the Needs of Vulnerable Grouns

Major efforts, including legislative changes, have been made to enable the FSP to serve

the homeless and other difficult-to-serve groups more effectively. Despite these efforts, large

segments of these inherently difficult-to-serve but vulnerable groups are not receiving food

stamps. Meeting the needs of these groups more fully raises difficult policy choices. Substantial

increases in the I='SPparticipation rate are likely to entail policy changes to facilitate access but

will also generate higher administrative co6ts in addition to the costs of providing benefits to the

new program participants. Even with major efforts, many of the individual circumstances of

persons in the difficult-to-serve groups preclude the effective use of food coupons. Thus, more

basic questions should be asked: What is the appropriate role of the FSP, and what other

programs, such aa congregate meals, would serve the nutrition asaistance needs of vulnerable

groups more effectively?

4. Structuring Employment and Trnlnine Policies

Several issues surround the greatly enhanced policy focus on reducing long-term

dependence through employment and training programs. At this early stage, our FSP-specific

knowledge is limited to descriptive information on the characteristics of work registrants and

long-term recipients, and on the implementation of the new E&T programs at the state and local

levels. Thus, there are far more questions than answers, although a comprehensive evaluation

of E&T is underway that should provide guidance on E&T issues. Given that E&T funding is

limited, policymakers need to consider how the programs should be targeted.
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H. CURRENT PERSPECTIVES ON FOOD STAMP
PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

Susan ,A!lln= Harold Beebout,
Pat Doyle, and Carole Trippe

A. INTRODUCTION

The purpose of the Food Stamp Program (FSP) is to enable low-income households to

acquire and maintain a nutritious diet. The U.S. Congress has legislated eligibility requirements

to define the target population-the group of persons to whom the program directs its ass/stance.

In general, the target population includes any person, or group of persons living together and

sharing food purchases and preparation, whose income and assets in a given month fall below

specified limits. The size of the target population varies according to changes in the program

eligibility requirements, as well as by economic conditions and the demographic characteristics of

the population.

Target households actually receive food stamps only if they apply for benefits and are

certified to be eligible. Although Congress, policymakers, and others may not expect universal

participation in the program, they often express interest in the proportion of the target population

who apply for and receive food stamps. Indeed, in recent years, the program participation rate

(the ratio of participants to those who are eligible) has become one of the most commonly used

criteria to evaluate the performance of social programs? In particular, the participation rate is

the primary measure of the extent to which the target population is being served.

Estimates of participation rates have varied substantially over the years, ranging from 24

percent to 60 percent for eligible households (West, 1984; and Doyle and Beebout, 1988). To

2Other criteria used to evaluate the FSP pertain more to how the program is administered,

such as operational efficiency, the adequacy of benefits, and benefits issued in error.
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investigate thc accuracy of these estimates and to obtain a better understanding of the participation

behavior of eligible households, the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS) sponsored a series of

reports that examine participation in the FSP-Current Perspectives on Food Stamp Program

Participation. Four reports were prepared for this series:

1. Doyle and Beebout (1988) uae the beat information available to provide a new
set of participation rate estimate&

2. Trippe and Beebout (1988) examine participation rates among the poverty
population.

3. Trippe (1989) examines the variation in estimated participation rates, critiques the
methodologies used to obtain those estimates, and documents how participation
rates have changed over time.

4. Allin and Beebout (1989) identify the determinants of participation in the FSP
and why some eligible households do not participate.

Together, these reports provide a substantial base of knowledge on participation in the

FSP. This paper providea an overview of the material covered in the series. Section B provides

background material on participation rates, while Section C reviews the major findings of the

reports included in the series. Section D presents the conclusions drawn from the series and

offers suggestions for future research on participation in the FSP.

B. BACKGROUND

Since no single measure of participation can adequately answer all questions about

participation in the FSP, researchers have developed three measures of program participation.

Each of the three program participation rates that appear in the literature--the individual rate,

the household rate, and the benefit rate--is more or less suitable than the other two for answering

a given policy question.

24



Defined in its simplest terms, a program participation rate is the ratio of the number of

program participants to the number of program eligibles-both participating and nonparticipating.

The following are the variants of this definition that are found in the literature:

· The ind/vidual participation rate is the ratio of the number of persons in
participating households to the number of persons in eUgible households. The
individual rate is useful for examining the number of persons who benefit from
the program and the participation of particular subgroups of the target population.

· The household participation rate is the ratio of the number of participating
households to the number of eligible households. The household rate is most
commonly used in studies on participation behavior-studies which focus on a
model of the household aa the dechion-making un/t.

· The benefit rate is the ratio of the amount of benefits issued to participants to
the amount of benefits that would have been issued had all eligibles participated
in the program. This rate may be the best overall measure of how well the FSP
is meeting the need for assistance among the target population (although it has
not been used extenshtely in the literature).

Estimates of FSP participation rates will obviously vary according to the particular measure

used in the analysis--that is, the individual, household, or benefit rate. However, as shown in

Table 1, even studies that have focused on generating estimates of the same measure have arrived

at very different results. Depending on the data sources used and the methodology employed, the

participation rate estimates in Table 1 range from 24 percent to 60 percent for households and 38

percent to 66 percent for individuals. Trippe (1989) argues that these differences are due in large

part to:

· An inability to measure eligible indiv/duah d/rectly

· Limitations in the household survey data used to estimate eligible individuals and
the different methodologies that are used to adjust for those limitations

· Differences among the data sources used to measure the number of participants
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TABLE 1

INDIVIDUAL,HOUSEHOLD,AND BENEFITPARTICIPATIONRATES

Data Source/ Individual Household Benefit
Studies {Date) ReferenceYear(s) Rate Rate Rate

A. Estimates Using Household Survey Data on Participants

West (1984) CESD'- 1973-74 24_
Coe (1979) PSIDb - 1976 41_
Coe (1983) PSIDb - 1979 46_
Brown (1988) CESc - 1984-85 28_
U.S. GAO (198/)) PSIDb - 1986 44_
Czajka {1981) ISDP"- 1979 28_-31%
Bickel and MacDonald(1981) ISDPd - 1979 47_
Ross (1988) SIPP'- 1984 51% 41_

B. Estimates Based on AdministrativeData on Participants

MacDonald (1975) DecennialCensus - 1974 38%
Beebout (1981) SIEf,CPSg - 1979, 1981 61%-69%
Czajka (1981) ISDP_ - 1979 56%
Doyle and Beebout (1988) SIPP'- 1984 66% 60_ 80%
Ross (1988) SIPP'- 1984 66% 58_

SOURCE: Table 1, Trippe (1989).

aConsumerExpenditureSurvey,Diary Portion.
bMichiganPanel Study of IncomeDynamics.
_Consumer Expenditure Survey.
"1979 Income Survey DevelopmentProgramResearchTest Panel.
'Survey of Income and Program Participation.
fSurvey of Income and Education.
°MarchCurrent PopulationSurvey.



The major barrier to measuring the participation rate has been the lack of sufficient

information to estimate precisely the number of persons or households eligible for the FSP (the

denominator of the participation rate). In particular, researchers have had to rely on household

survey data that do not contain all the income, assets, expense, and household composition

information that is n_ary for replicating the FSP eligib/lity rules. Consequently, researchers

have either ignored some of the eligab/l/ty rules or used a variety of approaches to estimate the

inadequate or mi._ing information?

Participation rate estimates also vary according to whether admini._trat/ve data or household

survey data are used to estimate the number of program participants (the numerator of the

participation rate). FSP admlni._trative counts of participants provide a more accurate measure of

participants than do household survey data; estimates that are derived from the latter tend to be

understated because the data underreport food stamp receipt. Such underreporting is apparent

in the rates presented ha Table 1; the estimates of the number of participants based on

admin/strative data are noticeably higher than those based on household survey data.

In general, studies that rely on adm/n/._trative data to estimate the number of participants

and on recently released Survey of Income and Program Participation (SIPP) data (or data from

the 1979 Income Survey Development Program (ISDP) Research Test Panel) to estimate the

number of eligibles are the most precise. As discussed earlier, administrative data tend to provide

more accurate estimates of the number of program participants, and the monthly SIPP data (and

ISDP data) provide information on most of the criteria that are used to determine FSP eligibility.

C. FINDINGS

Clearly, some uncertainty surrounds the exact proportion of the FSP-eligible population that

actually participate in the program. In this section, we present recent estimates of FSP

_The strengths and weaknesses of the nationally representative household surveys most
commonly used to estimate the FSP-eligible population are listed in Appendix Table A. 1.
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partic/pat/on rates and disct_ how they vary by demographic and economic characteristics. We

also discuss how participation ratez have changed over time, the trends in participation among the

poverty population, and the determinants of part/c/pat/on.

1. FSP Participation Rates_ August 1984

Doyle and Beebout (1988) provide estimates of participation in the FSP based on

adminl.qtrafive estimates of program participants and benefits and on estimates of the number of

eligibles drawn from SIPP. These rates are summarized /ri Table 2. The Doyle and Beebout

estimates indicate that for the 50 states and the District of Columbia in August 1984:

· Sixty-six percent of eligible individuals participated in the FSP.

· Sixty percent of eligible households participated in the FSP.

· Participating households received 80 percent of the benefits payable had all
eligible households participated.

TABLE 2

ESTIMATED FSP PARTICIPATION RATES, AUGUST 1984

Household Individual Benefit

Rate Rate Rate

Estimated Participation Rate 60.0% 65.9% 79.5%

SOURCE: Table 1, Doyle and Beebout (1988).

The individual rate was 6 percentage points higher than the household rate, indicating that

larger households were more likely to participate than smaller ones. The fact that the benefit rate

was 20 percentage points higher than the household rate implies that households that were eligible
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for larger benefits, and hence were in greater need, were more likely to participate than were

households whose benefits were smaller.

a. Participation Rates by Selected Demom'aphic Characteristics

The participation rate estimates in Doyle and Beebout showed considerable variation across

selected demographic groups:

· Regardless of the participation measure used (individual, household, or
benefit), pre-school-age children and school-age children participated at a
higher rate than average. For example, the individual rates were 80 percent
for preschoolers and 74 percent for school children. The benefit rate for
households with school children was 87 percent, compared with an overall
benefit rate of 80 percent.

· Among elderly persons, only one-third of eligible individuals participated,
although the rate was higher among those who were living alone (40
percent) and was higher still among those who were receiving Supplemental
Security Income (SSI) (65 percent).

· Among disabled persons, approximately haig of the individuals (45 percent)
and households (52 percent) participated, receiving 68 percent of the benefits
payable had all eligible households participated.

· Among households headed by a single woman with children, participation
was estimated to be approximately 100 percent. (

b. Participation Rates by Selected Economic Characteristics

The estimates for eligible individuals and households whose economic characteristics differed

showed strong variation as well:

· The program appears to serve those with the greatest economic need.
Individuals and households whose incomes were below the poverty threshold
participated at considerably higher rates (81 percent and 75 percent,
respectively) than did eligible individuals and households overall.

· In general, household participation rates increased as benefits increased; estimates
ranged from 29 percent for monthly benefits of less than $10 to 98 percent for
monthly benefits of greater than $200.

*The actual participation rate for these households was 102 percent. The estimate exceeded
100 percent because the data contained measurement and sampling errors.
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· Participation increased as household size increased, ranging from a
part/dpation rate of 47 percent for one-person households to a rate of 81

percent for households with six or more persons.

· Households with earnlnga had a lower-than-average part/dpation rate (37
percent), whereas households that were rece/ving SSI, unemployment

compensation, or public assistance participated at higher-than-average rates
(67, 66, and 100 percent, respectively), s

2. How FSP Participation Rates Have Chan_ed Over Time

Unfortunately, because the literature contains no complete time series of estimated

participation rates among the eligible population, it is not possible to assess how FSP participation

rates have changed since the program started. The studies reviewed in Trippe (1989) investigated

participation during various years from 1973 to 1986, but the different data sources and

methodologies used preclude any meaningful assessment of the proportion of the differences in

their estimates that is attributable to any real change in the rates. The eligible and participating

populations have varied over time according to changes in program rules, economic conditions, and

demographics. However, those changes affect the participation rate only ff the relative difference

between the number of participants and the number of eligibles changes.

Trippe (1989) constructed a series of participation rates over time based on a reasonably

consistent set of data sources and methodologies. The numbers of participants used were actual

values based on administrative data. The estimated number of eligibles, however, were produced

as a by-product of routine updates of the microsimulation model used by FINIS (MATH') to

evaluate the cost and distributional effects of proposed program changes. Although the estimates

were not produced to construct participation rates, and thus have many limitations, they represent

_rhe actual participation rate for households that were receiving public assistance was 129
percent; it exee_ed 100 percent became the SIPP contained measurement and sampling errors.
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the only source of estimates based on a single data source over a lO-year period (197&1_). 6

Table 3 shows that the (individual) participation rate increased between 1978 and 1961, then

dropped slightly in 1982, and remained relatively constant between 1982 and 1988. Although it

TABT._ 3

HS'IIMATES OF FSP PARTICIPATION RATES, 1978-1988

Reference Year for the Estimates

1978 1979 1981 1982 1984 1985 1988

Individual Participation Rate 43% 58% 65% 59% 59% 60% 60%

SOURCE: Table 3, Trippe (1989).

is likely that the levels of participation rates shown in the table are underestimated somewhat due

to limitations in the data that were used, the relative changes in the rates over the 10-year period

reflect some of the major programmatic and economic changes that occurred.

One programmatic change that has been shown to have a sio_nificant effect on the

participation rate was the elimination of the purchase requirement (EPR), under the Food Stamp

Act of 1977. Until the EPR went into effect, eligible households were required to spend a portion

of their own money to obtain a given dollar value of food stamps. The EPR, implemented in late

1978 and early 1979, made the program more accessible to many eligible low-income households

because they were no longer required to acquire and spend cash to obtain the assistance. On the

other hand, other provisions of the 1977 Act restricted the FSP-eligible population. As shown in

Table 3, the net effect of the 1977 Act was a 15 percentage point increase in the participation rate

between July 1978 and July 1979.

6A discussion of the estimation procedures and the limitations of this series of estimates is
contained in Trippe (1989).
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3. Trench in Participation Amon I the Poverty_ Population

The Bureau of the Census reports that 32.6 million person._ were in poverty in 1987. Since

the FSP is the only ass/stance program that is widely available to low-income households without

the imposition of categorical restrictions, the log/cai question is, what proportion of persons in

poverty actually receive food stamps? However, important differences exist between the official

definition of poverty and the definition of need used to determine eligibility for food stamp

assistance. Thus, a more meaningful question is, what percentage of the poverty population

eligible for ass/stance actually receives food stamps?

Trippe and Beebout (1988) report estimates of the PSP participation rate among the eligible

poverty population for each year from 1980 to 1987, as shown in Table 4. The participation rate

reflects the average monthly number of FSP participants whose household income is at or below

the official poverty line relative to the number of persons in poverty who were eligible for the

FSP.

TABLE 4

ESTIMATES OF FSP PARTICIPATION RATES AMONG

THE POVERTY POPULATION, 1980-1987

Reference Year for the Estimates
1980 1981 1982 1983 1984 1985 1986 1987

Percentage of the FSP-
Eligible Population 81.5% 79.7% 77.4% 77.6% 77.5% 76.4% 76.4% 74.4%
Receiving Food Stamps

SOURCE: Table 3, Trippe and Beebout (1988).

Previous inquiries into the question posed here have faced methodological difficulties due

to the comparability of measures for the two populations--those in poverty and those eligible for

food stamps--and because data to adjust those measures for comparative purposes were limited.
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The e_timates reported herein are sul_tantiaUy more accurate and consistent than previous

estimates, because they are based on more accurate adjustment._ now made possible with

information in SIPP. 7

The percentage of FSP-eligible pemo_ in poverty who participated in the FSP ranged from

74.4 percent to 81.5 percent over the eight-year period. The FSP participation rate for eligible

individuals in poverty declined between 1980 and 1982 (fi'om 82 to 77 percent), then remained

close to the 1982 level through 1986, and declined again in 1987 (74 percent), The decline during

the first years of the decade may be attributable to the large (17.5 percent) increase in the number

of person.q in poverty between 1980 and 1982. The "new poor" of that period may have been less

likely to participate in the FSP than was the Ix)verty population before 1980, thereby contributing

to the reduction in the participation rate. For example, they may have had greater assets or

attached more stigma to using food stamps than did the poverty population of earlier years.

4. The Determinants of FSP Participation

Since recent estimates of the Food Stamp Program participation rate indicate that a

significant minority of eligible households do not participate in the program (see Doyle and

Beebout, 1988; and Ross, 1988), the reasons for nonparticipation in the FSP are of considerable

interest. Three specific questions are particularly relevant:

1. What are the primary reason._ that eligible persons or households do not
participate in the FSP?

2. How do participation rates vary across different types of households, and what
are the rea-qons for the variation?

3. How do persons or households decide whether to participate, and how might
changes in program structure or operations influence their decisions?

7See Trippe and Beebout (1988) for a description of the methodology.

33



Many researchers have attempted to answer one or more of these questions, and their attempts

comprise a diverse body of literature that must be synthesized by policymakers as they address

nonparticipation in the FSP.

.Allin and Beebout (1989) reviewed thLq body of literature, critically evaluating the

methodologiea employed. In this section, we draw together and summarize the findings reported

in the literature as they pertain to each of the three questions outlined above.

a. Reasons for Nonparticipation

* When asked why they were not participating in the FSP, nonparticipants tended
to respond that they were unaware of their eligibility, that they did not need the
stamps, or that the costs of participation (such as stigma, distance to the program
office, and the effort n_ary to meet FSP eligibility certification requirements)
outweighed the potential benefits.

b. Variations in Participation Rates Across Elitibles

· Eligible households that were headed by .single men, persons who were employed,
or persons who were relatively more educated, aa well as those who owned their
home, were less likely to participate in the FSP than were otherwhe comparable
households.

· In contrast, eligible households that were headed by single women, that contained
children, or that were nonwhite, as well as larger households, were more likely
to participate in the FSP than were otherwise similar households.

· Eligible households whose incomes were lower and that were thus eligible for
relatively large benefits tended to participate at higher-than-average rata.

· Participation in other assistance program increased the likelihood of participation
in the FSP. It is plausible that the households that were already receiving other
forms of asaiatance were ne._ier, had better information about the FSP, had less

negative attitudes about participating in government assistance programs, had
better a_ to program offices, or needed to expend leas additional effort to
meet FSP eligibility certification requirements (or some combination of the above)
than was true of comparable households that were not receiving other assistance.
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· Eligible households headed by elderly persons were less likely to participate in
the FSP in a given month-but if they were participating they were less likely to
leave the program-than were otherwise comparable households.

* Eligible households that were nonwhite, as well as those with no earner present,
were more likely to begin participating in the FSP in a given month-and if they
were participating they were leas likely to leave the program-than were otherwise
comparable households.

· Events related to labor-market participation (such as a job loss or gain, or a
large change in household income) were fairly prevalent among the FSP.eligible

population; and households that experienced one of these events were more
likely to enter or exit the FSP than were households that did not.

· Changes in household composition were much less common than labor-market
events, but they also tended to be associated with transitions in FSP participation
status.

c. Factors in the Participation Decision

Of the studies reviewed by .Allln and Beebout, one (Fraker and Moffitt, 1988) modeled the

household participation decision explicitly. To simplify the model, however, the analysis was

limited to a subset of the P'SP-eligl'ble population-female-headed households who were also

eligible for basic AFDC benefits. The findings of this study included the following:

· The wage rate, net of taxes, that a household head received seemed to play a
significant role in the participation decision. Eligible households in which the
head received a relatively high wage were found to be less likely to participate
in the FSP than were those whose head received a lower wage.

· In contrast, the benefit reduction rate, or the rate at which participants' benefits
are reduced for each additional dollar of earned income, did not seem to be a

significant factor in the participation decision.

In addition, the results of this study confirmed the findings from the other studies examined,

discussed above.
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D. CONCLUSIONS: THE NEED FOR FUTURE RESEARCH

Although much research has been undertaken on participation and nonpartic/pat/on/n the

FSP, the ser/es Current Perspectives on Food Stamp Pro2ram Part/c/pat/on has pointed to several

significant gaps that remain in our understanding of the topic. This section delineates those gaps

and proposes several potentially fruitful avenues for future research.

1. Improved Measures of Part/c/pat/on Rates

,As discussed earl/er, substantial interest has been expressed in the extent to which the FSP

is serving its target populat/on. Of equal importance is how well the FSP is currently serving this

population relative to previous time per/ods. That /s, policymakers must know how the

participation rate /s changing over t/me, so as to ident/fy trends in the rate and help d/scem the

effects of various economic and legislative changes on the rate of participation.

Until fa/fly recently, the data were not available to estimate a consistent t/me sex/es of

participation rates accurately. The data wh/ch were available were not designed to est/mate the

FSP-elig/ble population; consequently, estimates of the denominator of the participation rate--the

number of program el/g/bles--were not as precise as one would like. As noted earlier, the most

precise estimates of the eligible population can be drawn on the bash of monthly SIPP data,

which are available from 1984 on. In the future, as more recent SIPP data become available, it

will be extremely valuable to periodically update studies that relied on 1984 SIPP data to estimate

the number of eligibles and on adm/nt_trative data to est/mate the number of partic/pants (for

example, Doyle and Beebout, 1988; and Ross, 1988), so as to establish a cons/stent and accurate

time series of FSP participation rates.

36



2. Factors Associated with Nonparticivatioo

A few nationally representative surveys have asked respondents why they have not

participated in the FSP. The responses to these questions have been fairly consistent.

Respondents from the households that have been estimated to be eligible for the program have

tended to respond that did not need the stamps, that they were unaware of their eligibility, or that

the costs associated with their participation outweighed the potential benefits. However, these

findings are too general to offer much guidance for efforts to facilitate participation in the

program_ They do not explain why the respondents believed they did not need the assistance, why

they thought that they were ineligible, or why they felt that the costs of applying for and using

food stamps outweighed the benefits. The answers to these questions would offer more specific

guidance in planning changes to the operation, structure, and outreach efforts of the program that

might encourage greater participation among those eligible for benefits. Further exploration of the

motivations and constraints that prompt eligible households to decide not to participate may

necessitate data collection efforts other than national household surveys (for example, in-depth,

focused discussions with groups of nonparticipating eligible individuals).

3. Factors Associated with Participation

In making judgments about the relative merits of alternative proposals for modifying the

FSP, policymakers require up-to-date information on the factors associated with participation in

the program. The extensive research on this topic offers policymakers little help in this regard,

since most of the studies were based on data collected before the Food Stamp Act of 1977 was

implemented fully. To confirm whether these effects are indeed still applicable to today's

population of FSP eligibles, researchers may want to take advantage of the detailed information
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on household income, as.sets, and expenses in SIPP, which supports a much better appro_ination

of FSP eliigbility than has been poss_le with other data sources.

4. Factors Associated with Entry and Exit

Again, up-to-date studies on the factors associated with partidpation in the FSP would be

very valuable. From these studies, one could ascertain whether certain subgroups of the eligible

population are significantly more or less likely to participate in the program. Of at least equal

value, however, would be studies that examine participation behavior over time, since they could

provide information on the specific events that induce households to enter or exit the FSP. For

example, an understanding of these events might inform policy efforts to facilitate access to the

program while minimi_ng long-term dependence. A few studies have attempted to identify

changes within the household that lead to changes in FSP participation status, but they have been

less conclusive than one would hope because they have been based on the very limited number

of households that have experienced a given event and because the rigor of their methodologie_ c

has been somewhat limited. Thus, more extensive research on the relationship between household

changes and changes in FSP participation status is warranted.

Future research based on the dynamic approach should attempt to gain more insight/nto the

household decision-making processes involved in moving into and out of the FSP, and should

examine a larger number of households or use longer observation periods than did the earlier

ISDP- and SIPP-based studies. Although the existing literature is illuminating, improvements in

both the data and the techn/ques that are used would yield more concrete results. In particular,

a model that accounted for other relevant household decisions would provide much more specific

information on the FSP participation decision than is now available.

38



5. Modeling the Participation Decisign

The vast majority of studies on participation in the FSP have examined the dec/sion to

participate in the FSP in/solafion--that is, they have assumed implicitly that the FSP participation

decision is made independently of other household decisions. In fact, it is more reasonable to

expect that households make their decision* to participate in the FSP in conjunct/on with a variety

of other relevant decisions, such as other program partidpation derisions and the decision to work.

By accounting for the possible interdependence among household dechion.q, th/s type of analysis

could provide more precise ezthnates of the effects of different factors on the decision about

whether to participate in the FSP.

Of the studies reviewed in AUin and Beebout, only one (Fraker and Moffitt, 1988)

accounted for the interactions among decisions by estimating an explicit model of household

dec/sion-making behavior, and that study was restricted to a particular subset of ail FSP-eligible

households in order to make the number of decisions being modeled manageable. This approach

is at the forefront of estimation techniques, and the modeling effort necessary to extend the results

to the entire FSP-eligible population would be much more complex, difficult, and expensive. For

example, the modeling would have to include a large number of different program participation

deci._ions, and would have to account for a much greater variety of interactions among those

decisions.

Whether conducted at this scale or not, more behavioral research must be undertaken on

this topic. Theoretical work in developing more detailed models of the decision of the household

to participate would be very useful, as would applied work in estimating these models, even if

limited to portions of the FSP-eligibie population. In the future, incorporating a dynamic element

into these decision models would be extremely valuable, although the econometric sophistication
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of the required modeling is not yet feasible. SIPP is again the logical data source for these future

efforts.

6. Summary

Many studies have sought to estimate the level of participation and to identify the causes

of nonparticipation in the Food Stamp Program; and their results provide reasonably consistent

evidence on the factors associated with a high or low probability of participation, as well as on the

groups in the FSP-eiigible population who are likely to exhibit relatively high or low entry or exit

rates. We know very little, however, about the actual behavior of households in deciding whether

to participate in the program. Consequently, the Uteraturc in general offers only very tentative

guidance to those interested in identifying ways to influence participation behavior among eligible

households. For example, while we know that eligible households headed by an elderly person

tend to have lower participation rates than do otherwise similar eligible households, the literature

reviewed herein offers no guidance about how increased participation should be encouraged within

this group, if so desired, because it does not explain exactly why these households are not

participating. The task for future research is to identify the motivations behind the behavior of

eligible nonparticipants.
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Ill. THE DYNAMICS OF FOOD STAMP PROGRAM PARTICIPATION

Nancy Burstein and Mary Visher

A. INTRODUCTION

The evolution of welfare policy in recent years has increasingly cast assistance programs in

a short-term, remedial role. Certain events-such as family breakups, the loss of employment, and

perhaps intergenerational poverty--leave persom in severe economic need. For such persons,

assistance programs arc intended primarily to help sustain them until their families can become

financially self-sufficient, and to offer incentives and services to help them make the transition to

independence as quickly and as permanently as possible. For others, however, the need for

assistance may have been triggered by an event whose consequences in terms of program

dependence are more long-term in nature-for example, the sudden onset of a disability, or the

lack of sufficient savings at retirement.

In forming policies to help individuals achieve economic serf-sufficiency, it is essential that

we understand the dynamics of participation in assistance programs. What events actually

precipitate the need to apply for assistance? How long do individuals usually receive assistance?

What events take them off the assistance rolls? Do they stay off, or do they return to the rolls

quickly?

Recent studies have revealed much useful information about the dynamics of participation

in the Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC) program, yet similarly useful information

about the Food Stamp Program (FSP) has been scarce. Because the FSP serves a much broader

population than does AFDC, it cannot be assumed that the participation dynamics of the two

programs are similar. In fact, the results presented herein demonstrate significant differences in

the participation patterns of the two populations.
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This paper presents information on the dynamics of the FSP caseload based on an analysis

of two data bases. We examine the short-nm dynamics of FSP participation with monthly data

from administrative records originally collected to evaluate the effects of legislative changes to the

FSP in the early 1980s. We examine the long-nm dynamics of FSP participation over an eleven-

year period (1973-1984) using annual data from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID).

The following research questions are addressed specifically in the paper:

· What are



1. The Circumstances That prompt/,ndividuals To Become Food Stam o Recipients

The literature has consistently found that participation in other weffare programs, especially

AFDC, is a strong predictor of an individual's be_nn/ng a food stamp spell (CA)e, 1979; Kiriin

and Merrill 1985; Carr, Doyle, and Lubitz, 1984; and Merck, 1980). The lack of earningS in the

household and the unemployment of the head of household are also significant factors (Coe,

1979;, and Kirlin and Merrill, 1985). Several authors, using a dynamic "trigger event" approach,

have found that changes in income or labor-force status and increases in family size have positive

impacts on the likelihood of becoming a food stamp recipient (Coe, 1979; and Lubitz and Carr,

1985).

2. Duration of Receipt

The general consensus in the literature is that any given stay in the FSP tends to be short,

less than a year or two. The turnover rate (the ratio of annual tO monthly participation) appears

to be in the range of 1.4 to 1.7 (SpringS, 1977; Merck, 1980; and Carr, Doyle, and Lubitz, 1984).

The estimated durations of spells have ranged from less than 6 months for non-AFDC households

with earnings to around 3 years for elderly persons (Kirlin and Merrill, 1985; and Wolf, 1985).

3. Patterns of Recidivism

Some types of food stamp cases, including those who also receive AFDC and SSI benefits,

have long spells that, once closed, tend not to reopen, while others have short and/or frequent

spells (Kirlin and Merrill, 1985). Multiple spells, even within a single year, are a common

occurrence (Carr, Doyle, and Lubitz, 1984).
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4. Thc Ch-cu__ That Prompt Individuals To Exit from the FSP

Although the eligibility of an AFDC household for food stamps does not necessarily end

when its eligibility for AFDC ends, the concurrence of these events has frequently been observed

(Coe, 1979; Kirlln, 1982; and Can', Doyle, and Lubitz, 1984). Income increases, marriage, and

an initial spell of unemployment insurance are events that often trigger the end of food stamp

receipt (Lubitz and Carr, 1985). The ends of food stamp spells have also been found to be

concentrated at recertilications, when changes in circumstances are most likely to be reported to

food stamp agencies (viCsirlin;1982; and Kirlin and Merrill, 1985).

C. THE DATA AND METHODOLOGICAL ISSUES

1. Data Sources

The analyses presented herein are based on two types of data. The first data base contains

information extracted from the ease records of 6,621 food stamp households located in 60 sites

throughout the nation as part of an evaluation for FNS of the effects of legislative changes made

in the early 1980s. The selected sites were distributed throughout 29 states, covering all 7 food

stamp regions. The data cover a period of 39 months, from October 1980 through December

1983.

Our second data source, the Panel Study of Income Dynamic_ (PSID), is a nationally

representative, longitudinal survey of households conducted by the Survey Research Center at the

University of Michigan. The original 1968 PSID sample of 5,000 American famih'es comprised

approx/mately 2,000 low-income families drawn from the Census Bureau's Survey of Economic

Opportunity (1966-67) and a fresh probability sample of approximately 3,000 additional households

taken from the Survey Research Center's national sampling frame.
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The research presented /n tiffs paper relied on an extract which consisted of 11 waves of

data for the entire sample of 5,130 families present/n 1973, expanded to 6,647 families by 1983

(the last year included in our analysis). Any food stamp spells already in pro/tess in 1973 were

not analyzed because they are 'left-censor_' (see Section C.2), so that in essence we have

analyzed food stamp behavior starting in 1974-the year in which the program was implemented

nat/on,vide.

Thc current study thus makes a twofold contn_ut/on to thc literature on food stamp

dynamics. First, we analyze monthly data collected from administrative records; such data arc not

subject to recall error, unl/ke the survey data that have been analyzed by other researchers. In

addition, these case records describe the exper/ence of a nationally representative sample of food

stamp recipients over a period of three years, which makes the analysis more generalizable than

the analyses of similar stud/es that have been based on data from a single office or state. Second,

while the PS]I) has been used iri a number of food stamp studies, investigators have previously

examined only a few panels at a t/me. We have used this unique data source to determine the

FSP entry and exit patterns of households over a 10-year period, and their circumstances while

doing so.

Several drawbacks of these two complementary data sources, however, should be noted.

First, unlike survey data, case records do not provide any information on nonrecipients. Thus,

our first data source cannot shed any light on the decision to participate. Second, our

administrative data do not contain detailed information on individuals. Thus, it is impossible to

determine, for example, the ages of various members of the household and their relationship to

the applicant--information which would be useful in modeling the behavior of the household.

Third, these data represent a one-t/me data collection effort which ended over five years ago.
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l.iire_ise, the annual nature of the PSID data has several crucial implications for a long-

term analysis. F'u'st, it dictates that we define a spell of food stamp rece/pt as a set of consecutive

years in which a family or individual participates in the FSP for all or part of the time. Thus, a

spell does not necessarily imply continuous receipt.

Second, a substantial degree of uncertainty surrounds the timing of events within the year,

and thus the paths of causation- For example, identifying a divorce that occurred in one year as

the reason that a family began to receive food stamps in that year would depend on whether the

divorce occurred before or after the first month of the food stamp spell. Such information is not

available.

2. Methodolou_v

Among the methodological issues that have arisen in our research are the treatment of left-

and fight-censored spells, and the definition of a household over time. We discuss each of these

issues in this section.

a. Left- and Right-Censored Spells

The ideal data set for analyzing the dynamics of participation would encompass the entire

duration of benefit receipt by each member of a cohort of cases. Nearly all available data differ

from this ideal in two ways. First, they contain spells which are left-censored--that is, which

commenced before data collection began. Second, they contain spells which are right-

censored--that is, which were still ongoing at the end of the observation period.

There is no generally accepted method for analyzing left-censored spells. As have other

researchers, we have thus dropped them from our analysis. To analyze data which include right-

censored spells, we have adopted the standard approach, which is to use a technique known as

46



'hazard rate' or 'survival' analysis to calculate distn_utiom of the completed durations of spells.

Calculating the mean of the diam'bution then necessitates making some aaaumption about the

closing rates for cases that are open for a very long period of t/me (e. ge, that they equal a constant

monthly or yearly value).

b. Defining a Lonliitudinal Fnmi!y

Tracking a family over t/me is not a straightforward task. The easent/al problem is

determining appropriate rules defining a suouesaor family-that is, the portion of a family that is

the _same family _ as the one before the occurrence of a change, such as a divorce. This problem,

while ex/sling in principle even over the course of a few months, is espedally serious for a data

set that covers several years, such as the PS]l). Only 13 percent of the original PSID families

interviewed in 1968 had not undergone a change in composition by 1982.

ff a fi'act/on of a family continues to rece/ve food stamps, determining the length of the

food stamp spell for that fam/ly will depend on the set of rules that/dentify the suer family.

According to the PS]I) definition, whichever group remains with the head (who by del'tuition is

male) is the su_or family. We have developed an alternative definition of a longitudinal family

based on following the majority of members, and have reorganiTed the data to conform to this

definition. While special rules were still necessary to cover cases of even splits, our approach

substantially reduced the sexual bias and arbitrariness inherent in the PSI]:) approach.

D. THE CIRCUMSTANCES THAT SURROUND THE BEGINNINGS OF FOOD STAMP
SPELLS

Rather than examine the characteristics of households at the time they begin a spell of

food stamps, we have taken a dynamic approach. Events that are likely to prompt a household

to seek assistance to cover their food expenses include the following:
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· A reduction in the number of adults in the household which alters the

identity or marital status of the head of household through divorce,
separation, or death

· The formation of a new (_split-off") household

· A reduction in the number of adults, other than the head and spouse

· A reduction of $500 or more (in 1978 dollars) in the combined taxable
income of a household

· An increase in family size, through births or because children or adults move
into the household

Following Bane and Ellwood (1983), we deemed that changes in household composition are

potential trigger events if they occur either in the year that food stamp receipt began or in the

year preceding food stamp receipt. We measured income changes by comparing income for the

year in which food stamp receipt began with income during the preceding year. We made the

potential trigger events mutually exclusive by defining them hierarchically.

We found that changes in household composition of various types were associated with

nearly haft of all spell beginnings. The departure of the spouse or head through death or divorce,

and the formation of a new split-off household, each occurred in about 15 percent of new spells,

wh/le the loss of an adult other than the head, or an increase in household size, each occurred in

nearly 10 percent of new spells. In addition, 31 percent of households beo_nning a spell of food

stamp receipt had just experienced a substantive reduction in earnings or other taxable income,

independent of any change in the adult composition of the household.

We found significant variations in the distribution of trigger events according to whether a

spell of unearned income began at the same time that food stamp receipt began. For the 12
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percent of food stamp openings that are syDchronous with beginning si)ella of AFDC, changes in

the identity or marital status of the household occurred 37 percent of the time, versus only 16

percent of the time for food stamp openings in general Although split-off_ and other net

reductions in the number of adults present are relatively less common among concurrent

AFDC/food stamp openings than among other (non-AFDC) food stamp openings, we still find

that changes in the adult composition of the household of all types occur in over half of

AFDC/food stamp openings. Analyzing the AFDC program per se, Bane and EUwood found that

45 percent of spell be_nnlngs could be attributed to a wife becoming a female head, another 30

percent to an unmarried woman without a child becoming a female head with a child, and another

12 percent to a reduction in a female head's earnings.

In contrast, food stamp openings that are synchronous with the beglnnlngs of spells of other

(non-AFDC) weffare or Social Security are relatively more likely to be triggered by a reduction

in taxable income. Reductions in the number of adults present occur in just over 25 percent of

these openings.

These trigger events are all far less common among low-income households that do not

begin food stamp spells. We have roughly defined potential food stamp recipients as households

whose annual income is below 400 percent of the poverty line. Most food stamp households fall

in this subpopulation; the remainder have very high income in the months of the year when they

are not recipients. We found that le_s than a Frith of nonrecipient households whose income is

below 400 percent of the poverty line experienced a reduction in the number of adults or were

newly formed in the current or preceding year (compared with 40 percent of households beginning

a food stamp spell and 51 percent of households beginning both an AFDC and a food stamp

spell). Similarly, less than 20 percent experienced a substantial reduction in earnings (compared
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with 31 percent of households be_nning a food stamp spell and 46 percent of households

beginning both a food stamp spell and another unearned income spell such as Social Security or

GA). In total, 80 percent of all households be_nning a spell of food st_mps, but only 45 percent

of poorer households not beginning a spell of food stamps, experienced one of the five trigger

events.

E THE CIRCUMSTANCES THAT PROMPT INDIVIDUALS TO EXFF THE FSP

Trigger events for case closings were defined conversely to those for case openings-that is,

marriage, other increases in the number of adults, increases in taxable income, and reductions in

household size. We found that only a small number of food stamp spell endings-4.6 percent--

can be associated with the marriage of the head of household. However, this percentage more

than doubles for those households wh/ch leave AFDC and food stamps concurrently. That is,

nearly one of ten households that end AFDC and food stamp spells simultaneously experience a

marriage in the last year of AFDC and food stamp receipt. On the other hand, the marriage

rate among households that continue to participate in the FSP is only 2.1 percent. We conclude

that marriage is an important trigger event, especially for AFDC recipients. Bane and Ellwood

found that 32 percent of AFDC closings occurred after a female head became a wife, 14 percent

after a female head lost the eligibility of a child (for example, the youngest child turned age 18),

and 32 percent after a female head increased her earnings.

Other net increases in the number of adults present actually occur in more households

which continue to receive food stamps (7.5 percent) than in households which stop receiving food

stamps (5.9 percent). Thus, it is unlikely that this is an important triffger event.

An increase in taxable income occurs without a concomitant increase in the number of

adults present in over half of the households that end a food stamp spell--and for nearly two-
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thirds of households that end an AFDC and a food stamp spell simultaneously-compared with

only a third of the households that do not end a food stamp spell Another 4 percent of food

stamp closur_ are attn'butable to the death of the last household member-an event which, of

course, cannot occur in a household that continues to receive food stamps. However, other net

reductions in the size of the household are somewhat less common among households that stop

receiving food stamps (5.8 percent) than among households that continue to receive benefits (7.8

percent).

To summarize, nearly three-quarters of the households that end a food stamp spell

experienced one or more of the five potential trigger events, compared with half of the households

that do not end a food stamp spell For both ending and ongoing recipient households, increases

in income are much more common than changes in household composition. The events that are

substantially more frequent among closing cases than among ongoing cases are marriage, increases

in earnings, and the death of the last household member.

F. LENGTHS OF SPEIX.S

Our findings on the length of continuous food stamp receipt are presented in Table 1.

Almost haft (48.5 percent) of all spells recorded in the administrative data base ended within six

months, so that the median spell length is 7 months. About 20 percent of all spells last more

than two years, and about 14 percent of all spells last more than three years. Because so many

households participate for long periods, the average spell length is about 18 months.

The distribution of completed spell lengths varies somewhat among subgroups of food stamp

recipients. The characteristics of each of these subgroups are defined as of the first month of
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TABLE1

DISTRIBUTIONOFLENGTHSOFCONTINUOUSSPELLSOFFO00STAMPRECEIPTBYTYPES
OFHOUSEHOLDS:FREQUENCIESANDCUMULATIVEFREQUENCIES

Al) Cases AFDCRecipients WorkR.eqistrants Earned Income Elderl_ SinolesNumber Cum. Cum.' ' Cum. Cum. cum. Cum.
of Honths Freq. Freq. Freq. Freq. .Freq. Freq. Freq. Freq: Freq. Freq. Freq. Freq

1 7.6_ 7.6_ 2.4_ 2.4% 7.9% 7.9% 8.6_ 8.6% 3.2_ 3.2% 8.9_ 8.9_
2 10.6 18.1 3.8 6.2 13.0 21.0 9.4 18.0 3.9 7.1 13.4 22.3
3 11.1 29.2 6.3 12.5 14.4 35.3 14.2 32.2 3.8 ll.O 11.7 34.0
4 7.2 36.4 4.3 16.8 7.7 43.0 10.1 42.3 3.7 14.6 7.6 41.6
5 4.7 41.0 4.5 21.3 4.7 47.7 5.1 47.4 2.0 16.8 4.1 45.7
6 7.4 48.5 7.7 29.0 8.1 55.9 9.2 56.6 6.8 23.4 6.2 51.9

7 4.2 52.7 4.8 33.8 4.2 60.0 4.3 60.9 1.6 25.0 3.5 55.4
8 3.1 55.8 2.6 36.4 2.4 62.4 2.5 63.4 1.9 26.8 3.1 58.5
9 3.2 59.0 2.1 38.5 3.7 66.2 3.7 67.1 2.2 29.0 3.3 61.8
10 2.1 61.1 2.2 40.7 2.9 69.1 2.6 69.7 2.0 31.0 1.8 63.6
11 2.0 63.1 2.2 42.9 2.3 71.4 2.4 72.1 1.2 32.1 1.5 65.1

cn 12 3.7 66.8 4.2 47.0 2.8 74.2 2.5 74.6 8.2 40.4 4.1 69.2

13-18 8.1 74.9 12.3 59.3 7.3 81.5 8.0 82.6 8.4 48.8 6.5 75.7

19-24 5.2 80.1 6.8 66.1 3.7 85.2 5.4 88.0 10.1 58.9 5.6 81.3

25-30 3.1 83.2 3.8 69,9 2.0 87.2 2.3 90.3 3.8 62.7 3.4 84.7

31-36 2.9 86.1 3.3 ?3.2 2.8 90.0 3.5 93.8 8.9 71.6 3.6 88.2

37+ 13.9 100.0 26.8 100.0 10.0 I00.0 6.2 100.0 28.4 100.0 11.8 100.0

Nean Length: 17.6 30.8 14.5 11.8 42.1 15.4



subdivision, the median spcU lengths for males arc at least as long as those for females. Thc

effects of race are mixed; no common pattern emerges across the age groups for either sex.

The distribution of the length of intermittent receipt of food stamps ia shown in Table 2.

As noted earlier, a spell of receipt in the PSI]) data refers to a series of consecutive calendar

years in which food stamps were received for one or more months in each of those years.

As shown in Table 2, two-fifths of all spells end the same year in which they began, and

an additional one-fifth last no more than two years. After the fourth year, spells end at a steady,

slow rate, with approximately 11 percent of all spells still ongoing after ten years. The mean spell

length ia estimated to be 4.6 years. The differences among subgroups are as follows:

· Households that receive AFDC during the first year in which they receive
food stamps tend to have much longer spells than average, with a mean

length of 10.4 years. Only one in four spells ends after the first year; 25
percent of food stamp spells beginning with an AFDC spell last more than
ten years, a figure that mirrors the finding of El[wood (1986) for all AFDC
spells, regardless of food stamp receipt.

· Households with earned income have the shortest mean spell length of the
subgroups; they receive stamps for an average of only 3.7 years. Close to
haft (46 percent) of households with earned income leave the program after
only one year, and over 90 percent leave by the tenth year.

· Households in which the head ia elderly have relatively long spells; only
about one-third leave the program after one year. About 20 percent of the
spells last more than ten years-a greater percentage than for all subgroups
except food stamp households that receive AFDC.

· Sin21e-person households receive food stamps for an average of 3.8 years,

and end spells at a rate that ia about average for the entire population.

Work regiatran.t..s cannot be identified in the PSID data.
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food stamp receipt in the spell, with the em:eption of AFDC recipients. The characteristics of

AFDC recipients are defined as of the first two months of food stamp receipt, to allow for the

poss_ility that households which apply for both AFDC and food stamps do not begin to receive

AFDC until a month later.

For AFDC recipients, the median food stamp spell length is 13 months; approximately

one-third of their spells last over two years. The mean spell length is 31 months. AFDC

recipients thus appear to receive food stamps for substantially longer periods than do other types

of food stamp recipients.

In contrast, more than half of all spells for food stamp households that contain a work

recyistrant end within live months. Only 14 percent last more than two years; the estimated mean

length is 15 months.

As with food stamp households that contain a work reghtrant, households that contain one

or more persons with earned income have almost a 50 percent chance of closing within six months.

Only 11 percent of their spells last over two years; the estimated mean length is 12 months.

Approximately half of all spells of food stamp receipt for households which contain one or

more elderly per._ons close within 18 months; a quarter continue for three years or more. The

mean estimated spell length for households that contain an elderly person is 42 months.

Finally, more than half of all one-member food stamp cases close within six months of

opening. Less than 20 percent are open for more than two years, and only 12 percent for more

than three years. The estimated mean spell length for one-member food stamp households is 15

months. More detailed anal_es of these cases indicated that the length of spell tends to increase

with age for each race and sex (not shown in the table). Furthermore, in every age-race
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Comparing these findings with the analogous results in Bane and EUwood (1983) reveals

both an important substantive insight and an important methodological insight. First, the

d/stdbution of lengths of spells for food stamp households that also receive AFDC is very similar

tO that found by Bane and EUwood for all AFDC households, reinforcing the notion that AFDC

recipients tend to have longer spells than do food stamp recipients in general Second, despite

the very close similarity in the estimated frequencies, the mean len_h of spell presented here for

AFDC/food stamp cases (10.4 years) is more than twice as great as that calculated by Bane and

EUwood for AFDC recipients (4.7 years). The reason is the extreme sensitivity of the calculation

to hazard rates beyond, say, the _rst five or six years of receipt, which are estimated on the basis

of very small samples of households that received food stamps for that long. In these

circumstances, the mean length of spell may be of limited use as a summary statistic.

G. DETERMINANTS OF LFNGTH OF RECEIFr

We estimated multivariate models with both the OBRA and PSID data to determine how

various factors influence the probability of a case closing in a given month, or of a household

ceasing to receive food stamps in a given year. The explanatory variables that were used fall into

the following categories:

· Household composition: number of adults, number of children, and the
presence of young children

· Demographics of applicant: age, race, education, and sex

* Sources of income: earnings, AFDC, GA, Social Security, SSI, and
unemployment compensation

· Site characteristics: urban/rural classification, geographic region, and county
unemployment rate
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TABLE 2

DISTRIBUTIONOF LENGTHSOF INTERMITTENTSPELLSOFFOODSTAMPRECEIPTBYTYPES
OFHOUSEHOLDS:FREQUENCIESANDCUMULATIVEFREQUENCIES

Households Households
Receiving with Households Single-Person

A11 Households AFDC Earned income with Elderlff Head Households
Numberof Years Freq. Cum. _req. Cum. Freq. Cum. Freq. C,m; Freq. O'__mo

I 41.8_ 41.8_ 25.9% 25.9% 46.4_ 46.4% 34.5% 34.5_ 39._ 39._

2 19.5 61.3 19.6 45.5 18.5 64.9 22.0 56.5 22.4 61.7

3 9.9 71.2 10.4 55.9 9.9 74.8 10.7 67.2 11.1 72.8

4 6.6 77.8 10.4 66.3 6.7 81.5 6.6 73.6 5.4 78.2

5 2.8 80.6 2.0 68.3 2.4 83.9 3.7 77.3 2.7 80.9

6 1.7 82.3 2.8 71.1 1.0 84.9 2.6 79.9 3.1 84.0

7 2.0 84.3 0.6 71.7 2.6 87.5 0.0 79.9 0.2 84.2U1
LA

8 1.2 85.5 3.3 75.0 0.7 88.2 0.0 79.9 0.1 84.3

9 1.1 86.6 0.0 75.0 1.4 89.6 0.0 79.9 3.6 87.9

10 1.7 88.3 0.0 75.0 2.0 91.6 0.0 79.9 3.5 91.4

11+ 11.7 100.0 25.0 100.0 8.4 100.0 20.1 100.0 8.6 100.0

MeanLengthinYears 4.56 10.38 3.69 N/A 3.79

UnweightedNumber

of Spells 2,981 759 2,322 349 553

NOTE: Intermittentreceiptrefersto a seriesof consecutivecalendaryears,ineachof whichfoodstampswerereceivedforoneormoremonths.



We measured all of these character/st/cs as of the beginning of the spell of receipt. The number

of months or years in which a case has been active was included in the models as a measure of

the duration of dependence. In addition, pre/post ind/cators were included to capture the net

effects of two major changes in the FSP: the Omm'bus Budget Reconciliation Act (OBRA)

legislation, which went into effect in October 1981, and which is taken into account in the models

based on the administrative data; and the elimination of the purchase requirement (EPR), which

went into effect in 1979, and is taken into account in the models based on the PS]CDdata.

The expected directions of the impacts of the included variables were based on our

understanding of the volatility of cases. In general, we expected that households which contained

a greater number of potential earners would be more volatile, and hence more likely to close in

a given month, while households that contained a greater number of dependent children would

be less Likelyto close. The applicant's demographics would be related to the probability of finding

employment or remarrying. The receipt of public assistance was expected to reduce the probability

of a closure, indicating a greater level of dependency. Higher closure rates were naturally

expected in sites that exhibited lower unemployment rates.

We estimated separate models with each data base for four types of households according

to whether they contained multiple adults or whether they contained children-that is, (1) single

adults without children, (2) multiple adults without children, (3) single adults with children, and

(4) multiple adults with children. Although the coefficient values vary among the four types of

households, as do, to some extent, the presence and statistical significance of various factors, a

number of common themes run throughout the closure models. In the administrative data, we

found that:

· Cases headed by younger applicants are more prone to close than are cases
headed by older applicants. Those headed by applicants younger than age
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30 are several percentage points more likely to close per month, and those
headed by elderly person, are several percentage points less likely to close
per month, than those headed by applicants ages 30 to 59.

· Cases headed by blacks are less prone to close than are cases headed by
whites, by about 3 percentage points.

· Cases that receive cash assistance in addition to food stamps are substantially
less likely to close in a given month. This income source may be AFDC for
households with children, or Social Security or SSI for households without
children.

· Cases are substantially more likely to close in months that correspond to

lengths of certification periods-for example, 3, 6, and 12 months after
openings-and in the first 12 months of activity in general.

Some notable variations among the four household types are:

· On average, closure rates are lowest for one-parent households with children
(6.1 percent per month) and about equal for the other three types (8.7 to
9.0 percent per month).

· For those households with children, having more children is associated with

a lower probability of closure.

· The presence of earnings has a small positive effect for single-parent
households only.

In the PSID data as well, the direction and significance of effects of virtually all of the

covariates were generally similar among the four closure models. In particular, we found that:

· For households that contain children, having more children reduces the
closure rate.

· For three of the four groups, cases headed by whites have significantly lower
closure rates than do cases headed by nonwhites.

· Except for one-adult households, neither the sex nor the age of the head
of household has any significant effect.

· In two of the four groups, cases headed by high school graduates have
higher closure rates than cases headed by high school dropouts.
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· The receipt of AFDC, Social Security, and other weffare have significant
negative effects on closure rates, while the presence of earnings has a
si?iHcant positive effect on three of the four groups.

· The unemployment rate in the county of residence has a si?ificant negative
effect on the two types of households without children.

· Closure rates were significantly lower after the EPR for all four household
types.

· Closure rates are highest in the earl/er years of a spell and lowest in the
later years.

On the surface, it may seem surprising that the economic variables-the presence of earnings

and the unemployment rate-have such weak effects in the admlni.ntrative data models. While a

new job or an increase in earnings is certainly an important reason for closure, it does not follow

that cases with earnings at the time of a spell be//nning are likely to close substantially sooner on

average than are other cases. Many cases apply for food stamps due to a recent job loss; hence,

employment status at the beginning of a spell is not necessarily a reliable measure of potential for

employment.

Furthermore, cases that have no income--neither earned nor unearned--tend to be even

more volatile than cases with earnings. These cases are in transition, and can be expected to find

some other means of support shortly, either through employment or through the receipt of some

form of public assistance. In a subpopulafion that is largely not on public assistance (e.g., two-

adult families with children), the presence of earnings in the initial month of food stamp receipt

need not thus be strongly positively associated with the closure rate over the course of the spell,

and may even be negatively associated with it.

Similarly, the fact that the unemployment rate is measured at the beginning of the spell

may help explain its lack of importance in all the models except the model for single adults.
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While estimating the models as functions of current rather than initial circumstances would no

doubt have led to stronger relationships between clo6ures and economic variables, that approach

would have been useless for predicting lengths of spells at the t/me of entry into the FSP.

II. RECIDIVISM AND TOTAL TIME RECEIVING FOOD STAMPS

Many of the same factors that influence the probability of a case's closing are expected to

influence in the opposite direction the probability of its reopening, since these factors measure

the degree of dependence on the FSP. The relationships could be attenuated, however, because

with the passage of time the characteristics in the first month of receipt of the preceding spell

become less accurate descriptors of the current circumstances. Nonetheless, we have estimated

the reopening models on the basis of these measures to enable us to predict long-term activity

rates conditional on the characteristics of a case when it is first observed beg/nning a spell of

food stamp receipt.

We have explored patterns of reopening only with the administrative data. The lack of

detailed monthly information in the PSID argued again,st attempting that analysis here. Among

the findings that emerged from the estimated reopening models are the following:

· Reopenings are significantly less likely for households without children

headed by elderly individuals. Although these households have very low
closure rates, such closures are likely to be permanent, possibly because
they are more likely to be associated with death or institutionalization.

· For both household types with children, reopenings are significantly more
likely in areas with high unemployment rates.

· Reopenings are markedly concentrated in the early months after closure.

ff a case does not reopen within a few months, it is much less likely to
reopen at all

· For all but single-parent households, reopening rates are significanfiy lower
for spells that began after the OBRA legislation went into effect. These
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rates could reflect changes in the eligibility limit for benefit receipt or the
concurrent economic recovery in the final year of the observation period.

The probability of reopening within six months of closure for particular subgroups ranged from

a low of 14 percent for elderly couples who were receiving Social Security to a high of 42 percent

for single-parcnt households who were receiving GA with no carnings at the original spell

beginning. (It should be noted that each of these subgroups represents only a tiny proportion

of all food stamp spells.)

Combining the closure and reopening models, we then calculated the proportion of time

over a five-year period during which cases that exhi]uited various characteristics could be expected

to receive food stamps. We used a set of 17 subgroups identified by the type of household,

sources of income, and in some cases the age of the household head. These subgroups are

mutually exclusive, and account for over 90 percent of food stamp spells of receipt.

The findings, shown in Table 3, are as follows:

· The highest food stamp activity rates are seen among single-parent AFDC
cases without earnings (58 percent), dual-parent AFDC cases with older
heads (58 percent), and single elderly persons receiving SSI or Social
Security (62 percent).

· Other groups with high activity rates are single-parent AFDC cases with
earnings, single-parent GA cases, and childless elderly couples who receive
Social Security (all 50 to 55 percent).

· The groups with the lowest activity rates are several types of non-AFDC
cases: single parents, dual parents with a younger case head, single
nonelderly individuals, and childle,_ nonelderly couples (all 20 to 33 percent).

· The remaining groups show intermediate activity rates: dual-parent AFDC

cases with a younger case head, dual-parent non-AFDC cases with an older
case head, and single GA recipients (all 38 to 47 percent).
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TABLE3

ACTIVITY RATE OVER FIVE YEARS FOR SELECTED SUBGROUPS

Proportion Activity Rate
of All Spells' Over 5 Years

Type 1: Single-Parent
Households

AFDC, no earnings 11.7% 57.7_
AFDC with earnings 1.4 54.7
GA, no earnings 1.5 51.2
NPA, no earningsb 8.2 33.3
NPA with earningsb 5.3 32.8

Type 2: Intact Families

AFDC, case head under age 40 3.g% 47.0%
AFDC, case head over age 40 1.7 58.3
NPA, case head under age 40b 14.3 27.6
NPA, case head over age 40b 5.1 41.7

Type 3: Single Individuals

SSI and/or Social Security,
elderly 5.5% 61.6%

GA, under age 30 2.7 38.2
GA, ages 30-59 2.0 44.3
NPA, under age 30b 11.9 20.6
NPA, ages 30-5gb 10.1 23.9

Type 4: ChildlessCouples

Social Security,elderly 1.0_ 50.2_
NPA, under age 30_ 2.6 19.9
NPA, ages 30-5gD 3.6 32.6

'The proportion of all spells differs from the proportion of the food stamp
caseload accounted for by each subgroup because it does not take into account
the average length of spell. Thus, this column shows that AFDC cases comprise
only 18 percent of spells. Because these spells tend to be long ones, AFDC
recipients in fact comprise over 40 percent of cases at any point in time.

_NPAmeans non-publicassistance.
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It ia clear that overall activity rates can reflect the effect of factors that work in opposite

direction,; for example, among intact families, non-AFDC _ with an older case head have a

somewhat greater expected activity rate than do AFDC _ with a younger case head. l.iirewise,

single-parent AFDC cases with earnings have a higher expected activity rate than do elderly

couples who receive Social Security because their reopening rate is higher, despite the fact that

the latter group have longer spells on average.

L CONCLUSIONS

A key result of these analyses ia that over half of ail continuous episodes of food stamp

receipt end within 7 months. However, because some households receive food stamps continuously

for several years, the average length of participation is 18 months. For AFDC recipients and the

elderly, participation tends to last considerably longer; for work registrants, earned-income cases,

and singles, program stays are shorter.

Intermittent contact with the FSP lasts longer. Two-thirds of spells in the PSID last one

or two years.

These numbers are in strileing contrast with corresponding statistics for the AFDC program,

which tend to show substantially longer periods of dependence. Ruggles (1988) found that half

of all continuous episodes of AFDC receipt end within 11 months, compared with the 7-month

median reported here for thc F-'SP. Likewise, Bane and EUwood (1983) found that less than half

of AFDC recipients ended intermittent contact with the AFDC program within two years. Thus,

long-term dependence is less prevalent in the FSP than in the AFDC program.

Some important factors that influence the length of participation are thc presence and

number of children, the age and race of the household head, the presence of earnings, and

especially participation in other income support programs. While the majority of food stamp
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recipients appear to participate only for a single continuous period in a two-year time frame, one-

third of all cases begin a second spell within two years after be_nning a first spell Finally, we

note that, in sharp contrast with the pattern observed for AFDC, both spell be_nnings and spell

endings are relatively more likely to be triggered by changes in income than by changes in

household composition or marital status.

The contrasting results between the AFDC and Food Stamp program.q reflect the very

different caseload composition of the two programs. The very factors that make some food stamp

recipients categorically ineligible for AFDC-the absence of children or (in some states) the

presence of both parents--may reduce barriers to economic independence.
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IV. ASSESSING THE DIETARY EFFECTS OF THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM

Barbara Devaney and Robert Moffitt

A. INTRODUCTION

The objective of the current Food Stamp Program (FSP) h to raise the nutritional level of

low-income households by providing benefits that increase the food-purchasing power of

participating households. The program design is based on the premise that benefits in the form

of coupons would increase the food expenditures and nutrition of low-income households to a

greater extent than would equivalent cash benefits. The reasoning behind this premise is that

coupons, which can legally be used only to purchase food, provide an incentive for households

to increase their food purchases, particularly those households that would have spent less than

their coupon allotment on food in the absence of the FSP. However, the possibility has long

been recognized that households may choose not to increase their food expenditures by the full

amount of their coupons and, instead, may substitute the coupons for food expenditures that

would have been financed otherwise by money income, thereby using FSP benefits to flee up

money for purchasing nonfood items. Thus, the FSP may function more as an income transfer

program and less as a program linked to food consumption and nutrition.

The objective of this paper is to assess the dietary effects of the FSP.8 Despite the existence

of a large body of literature on the food expenditure and dietary effects of the FSP, it is useful

to examine this topic further for several reasons. First, as discussed later, many of the more recent

aThis paper is based on a two-volume report on the dietary effects of the FSP (Devaney,
Haines, and Moffitt, 1989). The first volume of that report provides a conceptual framework for
examining 1he effects of the FSP, and the second volume presents the empirical results that are
contained in this paper.
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analyses of this topic rely on models that yield biased estimates of the dietary effects of the FSP.

Second, the issue of selection bias in dietary analyses of the FSP has seldom been addressed.

Selection bias may occur because unobserved differences between FSP participants and eligible

nonparticipants that cannot be captured by measurable variables (for example, a concern for a

nutritious diet) may be related to the likelihood of participating in the FSP. F'mally, the diversity

of the existing literature in terms of the models developed and estimated, the data sets used, the

outcome variables analyzed, and even the background of the researchers who have analyzed this

topic have generated a similarly diverse set of empirical findings. Assessing the dietary effects of

the FSP necessitates developing both a theoretical framework for analyzing the effects of the FSP

and an empirical model that is consistent with the theoretical framework.

This paper is organized as follows. Section B offers a model of the dietary effects of the

FSP, and Section C describes the data used in the analysis. Section D presents the results of an

effort to estimate both a basic model of the dietary effects of the FSP and a model that accounts

for selection bias. The concluding Section E offers a summary of the issues discussed in the paper.

B. THE MODEL

The most important question to be addressed in an analysis of the dietary effects of the

FSP is the extent to which the program raises the quality of the diets of participating households. 9

Specifically, we are interested in comparing the dietary quality of a household that receives food

stamps with the dietary quality of the same household if the FSP were not available. In addition

to these total effects of the FSP, a related question is the marginal effect of food stamp benefits

_rhe discussion here presumes that one overall measure of the dietary quality of households
is available, although a variety of dietary outcome measures have been used in previous analyses

of the FSP. (See the report by Devaney, Haines, and Moffitt, 1989, for a discussion of dietary
outcome measures.)
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on dietary quality. That is, what are the dietary effects of an additional dollar of benefits, and

do coupon benefits affect dietary quality to a greater extent than do equivalent cash benefits?

The model of the dietary effects of the FSP is based on the Engel function, which relates

the level of consumption of a good to the level of income. The Engel function is typically used

in analyses of food expenditures based on cross-sectional data, and is derived from the theory of

consumer demand. Engel himself is famous in economics for having been the first to analyze the

relationship between food expenditures and income and thus for formulating Engel's Law: the

proportion of income spent on food falls as income rises. In thc context of the FSP, researchers

have estimated the effects of both income and food stamp benefits on food expenditures. These

estimates are usually presented as the marginal propensity to spend on food (MPCf) out of money

income or food stamps, and show the marginal impact of a dollar change in money income or

food stamps on food expenditures.

The dietary effects of changes in money income and food stamp benefits can also be

examined using the Engel function. When the consumer demand model is applied, the first issue

that arises is the exact specification of the utility function--that is, what is it that individuals and

households actually choose? For a study of the dietary effects of the FSP, it may appear to be

best to take a direct approach and assume that levcis of nutricnts could be obtained directly from

utility maximization. However, this approach does not seem to be a realistic assumption about

household and individual preferences; after all, households cannot consume nutrients directly

(aside from vitamin pills), but must instead consume them indirectly through the consumption of

specific food items. It could be assumed that nutrients appear in the utility function, but that

households have available only the "bundles" of nutrients available in specific foods; they would

then choose foods so as to acquire the moat preferred combination of nutrients. But putting food

items into the utility function directly is virtually equivalent to such an approach and, in addition,
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is compau_le with food preferences being derived from factors other than the demand for nutrients

(for example, taste, sight, smell, and adverthing).

1. Theoretical Model

Given this preliminary discussion, assume that the household chooses from J foods--Q j,

j = 1.... , J--and a composite nonfood good, C. Maximizing utility subject to the constraint on

household resources leads to J different demand functions for the food goods, which can be

written in the form:

(1) Oj = fi(Pt,Pi, · .. , Pj,Y,B), j = 1,..., 3,

where Y/s total cash income, excluding food stamp benefits, B is the food stamp benefit level, and

Pj is the price of food good j relative to the price of C, with the latter representing the general

price level. Cash income and food stamp benefits are entered separately into the demand

functions to allow for different effects of changes in cash income and food stamp benefit levels on

food consumption.

How do nutrients fit into this model? Assume that there are K nutrients--N k,

k = 1, .... K-and that each unit of food good, Qj, yields akj of nutrient Nk. The K nutrient

equations can thus be written as follows:

J

(2) Nk = Ii ak:Qj, k = 1,..., IC
J-1

Equations (1) and (2) constitute the assumed "true" model of the determinants of nutrient

levels. An increase in income or the food stamp benefit, for example, increases the quantity of

each food good consumed (Q j), thoug!_ some may fall if they are inferior goods. Each increased
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food good raises the availability of each nutrient in household diets, the amount depending on

the magnitudes of the atj's.

2. Econometric Estimation

The usual approach to estimating the model depicted by equations (1) and (2) is to focus

on the food-good demand functions, (1). Moat commonly, these individual food-good equations

are aggregated to a total food-expenditure equation by multiplying each food-good equation by

its price and adding them up across goods. This is the Engel function for total food expenditures

discussed above. However, an equation for total food expenditures precludes using equation (2)

to determine the nutrients from food, because no exact relationship exists between an increase

in total food expenditures and an increase in each of the nutrients; the relationship depends on

the combination of the individual food groups that is embodied in the rise in food expenditures.

One other approach adopted in the literature for estimating the theoretical model has been

to attempt to estimate relationships between the availability or intake of nutrients and the food

expenditures of households. This model is essentially recursive, in which cash income and the

food stamp benefit are assumed to affect household food expenditures, and household food

expenditures influence nutrient levels. The effects of the FSP, for example, are then traced

through their impacts on food expenditures, which in turn affect nutricnt lcvcls. However, this

approach leads to model specification bias, since no fixed relationship exists between household

food expenditures and each nutrient; that is, it is generally not possible to use (1) and (2) to

derive equations in which nutrient availability appears on the left-hand side and total food

expenditures appears on the right.

This specification bias could have serious consequences for estimating the effect of food

stamps on nutrient levels. When the food stamp benefit is separated from other income and is
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entered separately into food expenditure equations, the results of previous studies suggest that

changes in FSP benefit levels have a stronger effect on food expenditures than do changes in the

level of money income (Cheil, 1983; and Brown, John.son, and Rizek, 1982). Thus, it is likely that

increases in food stamp benefits also have different effects on the consumption of individual food

items than do increases in money income. In this case, the food expenditure coefficients in the

nutrient equations will represent biased estimates of the effect of the food stamp benefit on

nutrient levels, since those coefficients will represent only the average effects of increases in

money income and in the food stamp benefit. For example, if increases in the food stamp benefit

prompt households to consume more nutritious goods than do increases in other income, the food

expenditure coefficients in the nutrient equations will lead to downward biases in the effect of

the food stamp benefit.

It should be noted that adding variables for income and for the food stamp benefit or FSP

participation, or both, to the nutrient equations does not reduce the magnitude of the specification

bias. In fact, the degree of bias probably increases in this case, since there is no reason for food

expenditures to remain in the equation after income and FSP benefit variables are added directly.

3. Proposed Estimation Procedure

Given this extended disc_ion of the problems involved in estimating the nutrient equations

with aggregate food expenditures aa a substitute for the individual food items, the major issue is

how the dietary effects of the FSP can be estimated. Since literally hundreds of individual food

goods (QI) and thousands of akj's exist, the data do not allow individual food consumption

equations to be estimated directly. However, substituting the individual food-demand equations

(1) into the nutrient equations (2) yields a set of reduced-form nutrient equations. In the reduced-

form equations, nutrient levels are related to the food stamp benefit level, cash income, and other
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1980 to a national probability sample of approximately 2,900 low-income housekeeping households

eligible to receive benefits under the FSP? Detailed information on household food use was

collected by the SFC-LL Household food use refers to food and beverages used from household

food supplies during the seven days preceding the interview. Food purchased with cash, credit,

or food stamps and food that was home-produced, received as a gift or payment for work, or

received through other food programs are all included in the measure of household food use.

In addition to the data on food use, information was obtained on household characteristics

presumed to be related to food use, such as participation in the FSP, participation in other food

assistance programs (School Lunch, School Breakfast, and WIC), household consumption, income,

the education and employment of the household heads, urbanization, and tenancy.

Data on household food energy and nutrient availability were calculated from the quantity

of each food item used from household food supplies. The caloric and nutrient contents of each

food item were obtained from tables of the nutritive value of foods. The total availability of food

energy and nutrients to the household was derived by summing the food energy and nutritive

values of the individual food items used. Nutritive values pertain to the edible portion of the

food used from household food supplies, with some adjustments for vitamin losses during

preparation.

It is important to note that the data from the SFC-LI on the nutrient availability of the

household are based on food used from household food supplies. Nutritive values were not

available for food eaten away from home. If the number of meals eaten away from home differs

among groups of households, differences in nutrient availability will be observed regardless of

whether or not any differences exist in the nutritive value of food used at home. Therefore, it

l°Housekeeping households are those in which at least one person has 10 or more meals
from household food supplies during the 7 days preceding the interview.
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is important to adjust for the proportion of meals eaten at home when nutrient availability from

food used at home is compared among subgroups of low-income households. In addition, because

food used generally exceeds food intake, nutrient availability overstates nutrient intake.

2. The Results

Table 1 shows the means of the major variables used in the empirical analysis. Eleven

major nutrients are examined, and each is scaled by the number of equivalent nutrition units in

the household. The number of equivalent nutrition units (ENUs) is one measure of household

size and is defined as the number of adult male equivalents who eat meals from household food

supplies. It adjusts actual household size for both the age-sex composition of family members and

guests and the proportion of weekly meals eaten at home. The adjustment procedure weights

each household by (1) the nutritional requirements of the member relative to the nutritional

requirements of an adult male age 23 to 50, where the nutritional requirements are based on the

1980 Recommended Dietary Allowances (RD/az) for each nutrient, and (2) the proportion of

weekly meais eaten at home) _ This second part of the weighting scheme is necessary for analyses

of nutrient availability, since, as noted earlier, such nutrient data are based only on the food used

at home. Thus, the ENU adjustment is required not only because the age-sex composition of

each household differs, but _ because only food used at home is measured.

The income variables shown in Table 1 are scaled by the number of adult male equivalents

(AMF.z), based on the 1980 RDA for food energy, x: Cash income is about eight times larger than

::Appendix C illustrates how equivalent nutrition units are calculated.

IZAME, rather than ENU, ia used to scale the independent variables in the analysis because
household size in equivalent nutrition units may be an endogenous variable, since it depends on
the proportion of meals eaten at home.

73



TABLE 1

MEANSOF THE VARIABLESUSED IN THE ANALYSIS
(N = 2,925)

Variable MeanValue

Nutrients per ENUa

FoodEnergy(Kcal) 3,988
Protein(g) 129
VitaminA (IU) 11,414
VitaminC (mg) 139
Thiamin(mg) 2.71
Riboflavin(mg) 3.23
VitaminB6 (mg) 2.56
Calcium(mg) 1,000
Phosporous(mg) 1,710
Magnesium(mg) 464
Iron (mg) 16.g

Income per AMEb ($)

CashIncome $47.23
FoodStampBenefit: 5.42
Food StampBenefit- ParticipantsOnly 10.84
SubsidyValueof SchoolLunches 1.25
SubsidyValueof SchoolBreakfasts .17
ValueofHome-GrownFood .53
Valueof Gift/PayFood .88

Household Characteristics

FSPParticipationRate .50
Able{foodenergy) 2.63
FemaleHead .94
GuestMealperAME .75
NorthCentral .14
South .67
West .08
Spanish .07
Suburban .15
Nonmetropolitan .37
HeadofHousehold<35 .33
HeadofHousehold35-59 .35
HeadofHousehold60+ .32
Black .49

SOURCE: 1979-80 Survey of Food Consumption in Low-Income Households.

'ENU is equivalentnutritionunits,which is the number of adult male
equivalents who eat food from household food supplies.

hAME is the number of adult male equivalents in the household.

CIncludes zeros for nonparticipants.
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the average FSP benefit overall However, the average food stamp benefit per AME for

participants is only $10.84, which is roughly 28 percent of cash income for participating households

(not shown).

The other variables shown in Table 1 ind/cate that, on average, $2.83 per adult male

equivalent was from foods rece/ved either through the school nutrition programs, as gift or pay,

or from home-grown food. The low-income sample was divided about evenly between FSP

participants and nonparticipants, between blacks and non-blacks, and by the age of the household

head (younger than 35, 35 to 59, and 60 and older). In addition, the average household s/ze was

2.63 adult male equivalents, the vast majority of the households contained a female head (94

percent), 13and the sample was located largely in the South and in rural or nonmetropoLitan areas.

Table 2 shows the OLS estimates for each nutrient equation. The findings show that the

availab/l/ty of all nutrients to the household is positively associated with both the food stamp

benefit level and money income. The most str/k/ng result shown in the table is that the estimated

marignal impacts of the food stamp benefit consistently and significantly exceed those of cash

income. While the estimates indicate positive and statistically significant effects on nutrient

availability for both the food stamp benefit and cash income, the coefficient on the money income

variable is alwaF_ less than the coefficient on the food stamp benefit, indicating smaller marginal

effects of money income on nutr/ent ava/lab/lity.

This point is examined in more detail in Table 3. The first two columns show the "MPCs"

(i.e., the marginal propensity to "consume" nutrients) for the food stamp benefit and for cash

income. The cash income MPCs are evaluated at the mean of cash income, and thus represent

_3"Female head present" refers either to households that are headed solely by a female or to
households headed by both a male and a female.
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TABLE2

OLSESTIHATESOF EQUATIONSFORTHEAVAILABILITYOF NUTRIENTSI# FCO0USEDFI_ IIOHEFO(X)SUPPLIES:
U.S. LON-INCOIqEHOUSEHOLDS,1979*1980

(Standard Errors in Parentheses, N- 2.925)

ExplanatoryVariables FoodEnergy Protein VitaminA VitaminC Thiamin Riboflavin VitaminB6 Calclmm Phosphorus 14BgmsluB D'on

Constant 2,951' 104.79'* 7,640** 110.85' 1.890'* 2.579** 2.355** 907** 1o516'* 407.7** 13,168'*
(238) (7.17) (1,230) (13.45) (.166) (.194) (.155) (73) (104) (27,9) (1,093)

HouseholdWeeklyFood Stamp
Benefit per Adult Hale 52** 1.81.* 156.* 1.97'* .040** .052** .03O** 18'* 30** 7.1'* ,387'*
Equivalent (6) (.183 (313 (.413 (.004) COO5) (.004) (23 (3) (.73 (.0443

Household Weekly Honey Income 16'* .59'* 39** .90.* .010'* .012.* .811.* 6** 11'* 2.1'* .161.*
per Adult Male Equivalent' (4) (.11) (20) (.25) (.0925) (.003) (.002) (1) (2) (.4) (.92B)

Household Incoue per Adult -.06'* -.003'* -.17 -,004' -.00004-- -.00005.* -.00006.* -.03' -.06' -.009'* -.0068'*
Male Equivalent Squared" (.02) (.001) (.13) (.002) (.000015) (.00002) (.O0(X)2) (.81) (.O2) (.003) (.(XX)2)

Weekly Subsidy Value of School 64* 3.76** 78 6.71'* .073** .060_ .10_** 7 20 9.7** ,670'*
Lunches pe[ Adult Male (27) (.72) (129) (1.523 (.019) (.0223 (.8173 (113 (163 (3.13 (.2063
Equivalent °

WeeklySubsidy Value of School 122 3.37 292 3.42 .878 .O&_ ,075 61 109' 12.8 ,467
Breakfasts per Adult Male (77) (2.183 (372) (4.52) (.053) (.063) (.049) (92) (46) (8.03 (,6263

-.4 EquIvalenta
O_

Weekly Value of Hame-GroomFood 195'* 6.59** l,lOS** 8.97** .122'* .152.* .128.* 70** 139'* 26.4** 1,399'*
per Adult Kale Equivalent a (213 (.693 (1193 (1.453 (.0153 (.0183 (.0163 (Bi (123 (2.8) (.1453

Weekly Value of Gift/Pay Food 83** 3.23** 343** 5.53** .856'* .870'* .076.* 30** 49** 18.6.* .SST**
per Adult Pale Equivalent a (IS) (.483 (63) (1.053 (.0113 (.0133 (.813 (63 (93 (2.03 (.lOB)

FemaleHeadPresent -69 -2.31 2,124.* 11.55 -.018 .054 -.138 -16_** -279fi -16.2 .4,195'*
(1343 (4.013 (64)0) (7.213 (.0933 (.1083 (.0853 (39) (56) (16.53 (.6213

Black -41 S.28* 3,763** 24.53** -.010 -.196'* .18P -167.* -143'* 47.0** .778'
(74) (2.203 (373) (3.94) (.051) (.0593 (.0473 (213 (313 (8,53 (.3353

Humberof Adult-14ale-E_utvalent-140'* .4.13'* -938'* -9.98** -.073'* -.090'* -.09(P_ -15.* -37.* -13.4'* -.40.t_
Persons In Household-- (26) (.813 (1353 (1.243 (.8163 (.021) (.0173 (53 (83 (2.9) (.0603

Numberof Guest Heels per Adult 29 1.55'* 147 1.66 .813 .926' .623' 9 30** 4.4* ,354.*
Hale Equivalent a (163 (.483 (83) (1.043 (.Oil) (.0133 (.8113 (6) (9) (2.0) (.1123

North Central -23 -7.49 -1,069 -16.3O* .088 -.042 -.194' -21 -57 -19.8 .960
(1343 (4.013 (6813 (7.20) (.0943 (.1OR) (.0853 (39) (56) (15.63 (.6133

South 366** -7.30'* -1,182' -16.70'* .324.* .049 -.168' 63 136'* -7.9 1,767.*
(113) (3.38) (574) (6.07) (.079) (.OR1) (.072) (33) (47) (13.1) (.515)

West -60 -6.54 -620 -3.23 .099 -.060 -.130 35 8 15.2 1.089
(1483 (4.433 (752) (7.96) (.I033 (.1203 (.094) (43) (523 (17.23 (.6773



TABLE2 (continued)

Explanatory Variables Food Energy Protein Vltmetn A Vltamtn C ' Thlmln Rtboflevlu Vltelln 86 Calcium Phosphorus Jkignesllm Iron

$penlsh _1'* 17.27'* 1,417' 37.00** .473'* .355e* .354'* 39 111* 19.6 2.898**
(1321 (3.95) (670) (7.08) (.0921 (,1061 (.084) (381 (35) (16.31 (.603)

Suburban - 184 -4.45 -1,194' *1S.34_ -. 161* -. 112 -. 132* -40 -81' -22.1' -I. 145'*
(061 (2.86) (405) (5.121 (.0671 (.077) (.0611 (28) (40) (11.11 (.43'/)

NonaietropoiIran 33 -3.56 -1,848'* -19.02'* .019 -.041 -.IIIP 35 31 .13 -.040
(76) (2.28) (387) (4.091 (.0631 (.0611 (.0401 (22) (32) (8.83) (.3481

Head of Household Is 35 179' 6.40** 1,465'* 10.86'* .126' .110 .007 63** 133'* 15.3 2.140.*
to 69 Years Old (78) (2.35) (399) (4.161 (.06dj) (.0631 (.0601 (23) (33) (9.11 (.3571

Headof Household 1s 60 5 -8.65'* 1,496.* 5.86 -.068 -.096 -.268' 34 4 -23.6' 2.230**
Years Old or 01der (92) (2.67) (453) (4.811 (.0631 (.0731 (.0S71 (26) (35) (10.31 (.4401

R2 .12 .12 .13 .10 .OO .09 .12 .12 .16 .n. 2s

Heanof Dependent¥arlabJe 3,996 Kcal 128.57 g 11,414 IU 139.22nO 2.715 BO 3.231 ag 2.560 nil 1,000 ag 1,710 mO 464 ag 17 ag

SOURS: 1979-60Survey of Food ConnumptlonIn Low-lncemeHousehelde,

NOT[: The dependentv&rteblea ere detly &v&tlmbt111¥per equlvslent mtrltlon uatt (nuuiborof edult role oqutvdilmts eating f_01 kobe food Imppllas). Equlvll(mt nutrition ulllU _ computed
-,J separately for each nutrlont and are based on the 1980I_DA.
',-,I

°The numbersof adult ilo equivalents are computedseperately for each nutrient and are basedon the 1960 BOA.

*(*_) Significant at the .05(.011 level.



the average MPC in the sample. As shown in the table, the MPCs for the food stamp benefit are

much greater than the cash income MPC_ The ratio of the MPC for the food stamp benefit to

the cash income MPC is never less than 3 and/s as high as 7. This difference is very large, and

is discussed in more detail later in this section-

To prov/de some feel for whether the estimated dietary effects are large or small, the th/rd

and fourth columns of Table 3 show the marginal effects of the food stamp benefit and cash

income as a percentage of the adult male RDA. That is, these figures show the changes in the

availability of each nutrient to the household as a percentage of the RDA due to a dollar increase

in the weekly food stamp benefit and money income. The percentage effects of changes in cash

income are quite low, ranging from .3 to 1.2 percent of the adult male RDA, while the percentage

effects of changes in the food stamp benefit range from 1.8 to 3.9 percent of the adult male RDA.

Interestingly, the percentage effects of changes in the food stamp benefit are similar in magnitude

for most nutrients. That/s, nutrient availab/lity increases from between 1.8 and 3.9 percent of the

RDA for a one-dollar increase in the food stamp benefit. These findings imply that increases in

the food stamp benefit are generally allocated proportionally among the nutrients examined.

Returning to Table 2, the results indicate that the subsidy value of school lunches and school

breakfasts has a positive effect on nutrient availability, although the effect of school breakfasts is

usually not statistically significant. The weekly value of home-grown and gift/pay food are also

positively and significantly associated with nutrient availability, and in fact the estimated coefficients

on these variables are significantly larger than the estimated coefficients on both the food stamp

benefit and cash income variables. The number of AMEs in the household lowers the nutrient

availability per ENU, presumably reflecting econom/es of scale in food use. Nutrient patterns vary
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TABLE 3

MARGINAL PROPENSITIESTO CONSUMENUTRIENTS

MPC as a Percentage
AbsoluteMPC of the AdultMale RDA

FoodStamp FoodStamp
Benefit Cash' Benefit Cash'

FoodEnergy(Kcal) 52.0 11.0 1.g_ .4%

Protein(gl 1.81 .36 3.2 .6

VitaminA (IU) 156 25 3.1 .5

VitaminC (mg) 1.97 .59 3.3 1.0

Thiamin(mg) .040 .006 2.9 .4

Riboflavin(mg) .052 .008 3.3 .5

VitaminB6(mg) .039 .007 1.8 .3

Calcium(mg) 18 4 2.3 .5

Phosphorus(mg) 30 7 3.8 .g

Magnesium(mg) 7.1 1.4 2.0 .4

Iron(mg) .387 .115 3.9 1.2

SOURCE: 1979-80 Survey of Food Consumption in Low-Income Households.

NOTES: Absolute MPC : change in nutrient availability per ENU due to a one-dollar
change in income per AME. Percentage MPC: absolute MPC divided by 1980 adult
male RDA for the particular nutrient.

'Evaluated at mean cash income per AME.
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across geographic region, as well as by suburban and metropolitan residence, the two stratification

variables used in the survey design.

3. The Results for the Selection Bias ModeLs

The NFCS data used in this study include information on the food use of both FSP

participants and FSP-eligible households that are not receiving FSP benefits (eligible

nonparticipants). These eligible nonparticipants are considered to be a comparison group for the

group of FSP participants. In the absence of a control group under a true experimental design,

a comparison group is critical for providing some information on what the dietary outcomes of FSP

participants might be in the absence of the FSP. However, despite the fact that FSP benefits are

available to all low-income households that satisfy the eligibility criteria, many eligible households

do not participate in the FSP; hence, FSP participants are a self-selected group of low-income

households. This self-selection of households into the participant and eligible nonparticipant

groups may differentiate the two groups along dimensions other than participation status, and it

is important that such differences be controlled for in order to obtain unbiased estimates of the

dietary effects of the FSP.

Selection bias exists if the nutrient availability of those households that choose to participate

in the FSP is either high or low to begin with, even before they participated in the FSP or even

had they not participated in the FSP. The fact that eligible nonparticipants choose not to

participate in the FSP suggests that they may differ systematically from participants in ways that

may influence food consumption and, hence, nutrient availability. For example, the food

consumption of participating households might be higher in the absence of the FSP than would

the food consumption of eligible nonparticipants whose observed household characteristics are

similar. If these differences that are associated with the FSP participation decision are ignored in
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the statistical analysl.q, estimates of the effects of the food stamp benefit will be biased upward,

since failing to adjust for differences in pro!fram participation will attribute all the difference in

nutrient availability between participants and nonparticipants to the food assistance benefit, when

in reality some difference in nutrient availability would persist in the absence of the FSP.

Conversely, if participating households are throe households that need food assistance the most

because their initial food consumption is Iow, then OLS estimates of the effects of the food stamp

benefit will be biased downward, since any po6itive effects of the benefit level on nutrient

availability would be offset partially by the fact that the nutrient availability of the households of

FSP participants would be lower even in the absence of the FSP.

It is not generally recognized that, in fact, two types of selection bias exist, called here Type

A and Type B. The more commonly specified type of bias, Type ,Ax, arises when the food

consumption levels of participants and nonparticipants in the FSP differ--holding constant all other

observed characteristics--even prior to FSP participation. This type of selection bias arises because,

for whatever reason, the initial level of food consumption by FSP participants and eligible

nonparticipants differs.

On the other hand, Type B selection bias arises if FSP participants and eligible

nonparticipants have different marginal propensities to consume food (MPC) out of income. In

this case, those who ultimately participate experience an increase in food consumption whose

magnitude differs from the magnitude of the increase that would be experienced by eligible

nonparticipants if they were to participate. For example, if FSP participants have higher MPCs

out of income than do eligible nonparticipants even in the absence of the FSP, they would be

more likely to participate in the FSP and would show larger food expenditure increases from their

FSP participation than would nonparticipants if they participated.
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Both typea of selection bias can exht simultaneously, and both are plaus_le for different

reasons. It ia posa_le that the two types of selection bias would lead to OLS estimates of the

effects of the FSP on food expenditures and nutrient levels that are biased in opposite dkections.

For Type A, FSP participants may be those households that initially exhibit the greatest need

because their initial food consumption and nutrient levels are low relative to eligible

nonparticipants, and food stamps offer them an important way to satisfy their needs. Thus,

participants may disproportionately comprise households whose initial nutrient availability ia low,

leading to a downward bias in the OLS estimates of the effects of FSP benefits. For Type B,

those with higher MPCs may be more likely to participate in the FSP--they "get more out of the

program." Thus, the estimate of the effect of the FSP would be biased upward, because an

estimated nutrient equation will show a higher MPC out of the food stamp benefit than out of

cash income for the "wrong" reasons--FSP participants may in truth have higher MPCs out of ail

income.

Both models of selection bias can be estimated with similar maximum likelihood estimating

techniques (Maddala, 1977) and are developed in model form in Appendix B to this paper. That

is, an FSP participation equation can be estimated jointly with the nutrient equations, using a

maximum likelihood estimation technique and allowing the error terms of the participation and

nutrient equations to be correlated? Given the complexity of selection bias models, we estimated

the nutrient equations only for five of the nutrients: food energy, vitamin A, vitamin B6, calcium,

and iron. We chose these five dietary components because these nutrients generally have the

lowest average availability levels relative to the RDA and the lowest percentage that meets the

RDA.

_4With Type B selection bias, the individual-specific MPC must also be allowed to be
distributed normally and to be correlated with the error term in the nutrient equation.
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Our major interest in this issue of selection bias focuses on two questions: (1) does

adjustment for selection bias generate different estimates of the effects of the food stamp benefit

on nutrient availability, and (2) does adjustment for selection bias affect the large differences

between the dietary effects of FSP benefits and cash income obtained with the unadjusted models

above?

Table 4 shows the results of the important parameter estimates of the selection bias models

for the five dietary components) s This table presents estimates of (1) the MPC for the food

stamp benefit and for cash income; (2) the ratio of the food stamp benefit to the cash-income

MPC; and (3) estimates of the cross-equation correlation coefficients, which show the degree of

correlation between the FSP participation equation and the nutrient availability equations. In

terms of the estimates for the Type-A-only selection bias model, the evidence for selection bias

is fairly weak. Of the five estimates of the cross-equation correlation coefficients, only one is

statistically si_ificant (vitamin B6), and that estimated correlation coefficient is not large. With

the exception of calcium, the sign of the correlation coefficients is always negative, implying that

the nutrient availability levels Of FSP participants would be lower than those of nonparticipants

in the absence of the FSP. Consequently, for the four nutrients whose cross-equation correlation

estimates are negative, both estimates of the MPCs for the food stamp benefit and the ratio of

the food stamp benefit to cash-income MPC from the selection bias model exceed the OLS

estimates. Indeed, despite the general lack of significance of the cross-correlation coefficients, the

percentage change in the MPC. s for the food stamp benefit from the OLS and selection bias

models range from 14 percent for food energy to 26 percent for vitamin A.

xs'I'he full set of results are available upon request from the authors.
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TABLE4

RESULTSFORSELECTIONBIASIqOOELS

FoodEnerqy Vitamin A Vitamin B6 Calctum Iron

MPC: Food StampBenefit

OLSestimate 52 156 .039 18 .387
Type A selection bias sg 197 .046 14 .471
Types A and B selection biasa 57 175 .052 13 .365

MPC: Cash Incomeb

OLSestimate 11 25 .007 4 .115
Type A selection bias 12 26 .007 4 .122
Types A and B selection bias:

FSPparticipants 17 50 .009 6 .188
Eligible nonparticipants 18 55 .009 5 .188

Ratio of Food StampBenefit to Cash-
IncomeHPC

OLSestimate 4.73 6.24 5.57 4.50 3.37
co Type A selection bias 4.92 7.58 6.57 3.50 3.86
d_ Types A and B selection bias 3.13 3.39 5.77 2.43 1.97

Cross-Equation Correlation Coefficient, -.041 -.051 -.069d .Oq7 -.062
TypeA_ (Standard Error in Parentheses) (.034) (.035) (.035) (.034) (.035)

Cross-Equation Correlation Coefficients, Types
A and B (Standard Error in Parentheses)

Correlation coefficient 1e -.022 -.011 -.126 .059 -.010
(.085) (.096) (.081) (.084) (.073)

Correlation coefficient 2f -.022 -.072 .047 .016 -.011
(.116) (.146) (.167) (.122) (.089)

SOURCE:1979-80Survey of FoodConsumptiontn Low-incomeHouseholds.

NOTES: Full set of Full Information MaximumLikelihood (FIML) results are available upon request from the authors.

aEvaluated at the meanHPCfor FSPparticipants.

bEvaluated at meancash incomeper AI4E.

CCorrelation betweenerror terms in nutrient equation and FSPparticipation equation.

dsignificant at the .05 level.

eCorrelation betweenerror terms in nutrient equation and FSPparticipation equation.

fCorrelation betweenerror terms in HPCequation and FSPparticipation equation.



Table 4 also presents the estimates from the Type A and Type B selection bias models.

As shown in the table, all correlation parameters are statistically insioniHcant. The correlation

parameters between the nutrient and FSP participation equations are, as before, generally negative

(with the exception of calcium) but are now often smaller in magnitude and less significant. The

second type of correlation parameters are sometimes positive and sometimes negative, indicating

no uniform correlation between the MPa and FSP participation, and are always extremely low

in statistical significance (much lower than those for Type A). Consequently, the estimated MPCs

for the food stamp benefit and for cash income from the selection bias models are quite similar

to the OLS estimates. In addition, the OLS finding that the MPC for the food stsmp benefit is

si oni_cantly larger than the cash-income MPC persists with the Type A and Type B selection bias

models.

D. SUMMARY

The basic model estimated for this study relates changes in the availability of nutrients to

changes in cash income and the food stamp benefit. We considered the potential biases associated

with the self-selection of FSP households by developing two extensions to the basic model that

account for the FSP participation decision of FSP-eligible households.

The major finding of our empirical analysis is that the estimated dietary effects of changes

in FSP benefits are considerably larger than those due to changes in cash income. While both

the food stamp benefit and cash income have si_ificant positive effects on nutrient availability,

the estimated effects of changes in the food stamp benefit on nutrient levels consistently exceed

the estimated effects of changes in cash income. The ratios of the MPC for the food stamp

benefit to the cash-income MPC are consistently and significantly greater than one. The OLS



estimates Of these ratios range from 3 to 7, and the estimates from the selection bias models for

selected nutrients range from roughly 2 to 7.

An additional finding of interest is that there is no evidence of significant selection bias.

We estimated two econometric models of selection bias for this study. Type A selection bias

tests for whether households whose initial l..evels of nutrient availability differ are more or less

likely to be FSP part/cipants, while Type B selection bias tests for whether the change in the

nutrient availability per dollar of cash income is greater or smaller for FSP participants relative

to el/gible nonparticipants. The results of the selection bias models show l/ttle evidence of either

type of selection bias, and the estimated dietary effects of the food stamp benefit and cash kicome

from the selection bias models are very similar to those from the basic model estimated by OLS

regression.
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¥. PARTICIPATION IN THE FOOD STAMP PROGRAM BY THE HOMI_LESS POPULATION,
AND THE EFFECTS OF THE PREPARED MEALS PROVISION

Martha Burr and Barbara Cohen

A. INTRODUCTION

Public concern about the well-being of homeless persons, particularly their nutritional status,

has intensified in recent years. The Food Stamp Program (FSP) is the major federal assistance

program designed to enable low-income Americans to acquire and maintain a nutritious diet.

Unfortunately, since homeless persons generally lack access to storage and cooking facilities, food

stamp coupons for the purchase of food items are frequently of limited help to them.

To improve the access of homeless persons to food through the FSP, and thus to improve

their nutritional status, Congress passed the Homeless Eligibility Clarification Act (P.L. 99-570,

Title XI, Subtitle A) in 1986. The general purpose of this legislation was to enhance the utility

of FSP participation by homeless persons. Specifically, one component of this legislation, referred

to herein as the "prepared meals provision," allows individuals who do not have a permanent

dwelling place or mailing address to exchange food stamps for meals prepared by nonprofit

organizations that feed the homeless. In turn, the sponsors of the legislation expected these food

stamp exchanges to augment the resources of meal providers, thereby enabling them to offer more

and better meals for homeless persons (Congressional Record--Senate, October 6, 1986,

S15247-50). Still another component of the Act expanded food stamp eligibility, making homeless

persons who live at shelters at which they receive 50 percent or more of their meals newly eligible

for food stamps.
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The purpose of the larger study on which this paper is based (Burt and Cohen, 1988a) was

to assess the extent to which the prepared meals provision responded to these objectives. This

paper reports the findings pertaining to four of the objectives of that study: t6

1. To describe FSP participation by homeless persons

2. To describe the characteristics of homeless persons

3. To describe local FSP office practices for issuing food stamps to homeless
persons

4. To assess the patterns of participation by providers under the prepared meals
provision, and the exchange of food stamps for prepared meals by homeless
persons

B. BACKGROUND

Many local studies of the homeless population have been undertaken, but few contain

information on their food stamp use or their eating patterns (see Burt and Cohen, 1988b, and U.S.

General Accounting Office, 1988, for reviews). Three studies focused on current food stamp

receipt: Ropers and Robertson (1985) found that 8 percent were receMng food stamps in Los

Angeles County, while Brown et al. (1983) found that 19 percent of homeless persons interviewed

in Phoenix were receMng food stamps, and Rossi et al. (1986) found that 24 percent of homeless

respondents in Chicago reported current food stamp receipt.

Reports of dietary adequacy have been similarly disparate. Three studies provide some data

on the frequency with which respondents reported that they were not getting enough to eat (Fart

_6More extensive descriptions of the characteristics of the homeless persons interviewed for
the study can be found in Burt and Cohen (1988a), along with the results relevant to four other
objectives underlying the study: (1) to describe the operations and procedures of service agencies
providing meals for the homeless; (2) to describe the meal services available in the meal provider
community; (3) to describe the eating patterns of the homeless; and (4) to assess the perceptions
of providers and recipients about the prepared meals provision.
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et al., 1986; Rosnow et aL, 1985; and Vernez et al., 1988), but, again, no central tendency emerges

from these three studies. Seven percent of the respondents in three California counties, 22

percent in skid-row Los Angeles, and 55 percent in Milwaukee said that they "often/usually" did

not get enough to eat. When one combines "sometimes" with "often/usually," the respective figures

are 36, 52, and 78 percent. However, even the lowest of these figures compares unfavorably with

the 4 percent of all U.S. households and the 20 percent of U.S. households whose incomes are

below 76 percent of the official poverty line who said that they sometimes or often do not get

enough to eat (Mathematica Policy Research, 1987).

The minimal data available prior to our study suggested that getting enough to eat was a

problem for a substantial proportion of homeless persons, but that relatively few participated in

the FSP despite their high probability of being eligible. Our research was designed to collect more

extensive and more precise information on these issues and the associated factors.

Research Design

The purpose of this Study was to evaluate the impact of the prepared meals provision. The

impacts of the provision were to be measured according to a pre- to post- comparison design,

whereby the effects of the behaviors of interest--the eating patterns of homeless individuals and

the feeding capacity of providers of meals for the homeless--would be compared before and after

the implementation of the prepared meals provision on April 1, 19877

Prior to our study, no national data base existed to describe the characteristics of homeless

persons or the meal services available to them in soup kitchens and shelters. Further, in only a

_7Only the "pre" component of this design was completed because, as detailed later in this
paper, so few providers became authorized under the provision that its impact, and thus the

necessity of a "post" assessment, became a moot point.
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few local studies was probability sampling applied to generate samples of homeless persons that

could be considered representative of their population (for example, Farr et al., 1986; Rossi et al.,

1986; Roth et al., 1985; and Vernez et al., 1988). Since our study of homeless persons was to be

the first one that was national in scope (though limited to cities with populations of 100,000 or

more) we deemed it essential that the study be based on probability sampling techniques to obtain

stratified random samples of providers and homeless persons that could be generalized to a known

universe.

The sample selection process involved three stages (Burr and Cohen, 1988a, Vol. II, Part B).

We first selected 20 cities from among all U.S. cities of 100,000 or more. We then selected 400

providers, representing soup kitchens, shelters without meals, and shelters that serve meals, from

among all providers in these 20 cities. Before selecting these providers, we made extensive efforts

to develop complete lists of all food and shelter providers in each city. Finally, we systematically

selected 1,800 homeless persons from among the homeless who used the services offered by our

sample of providers. Our final sample sizes were 381 providers and 1,704 service users who were

homeless. The sample of homeless persons thus does not include anyone who did not use either

a soup kitchen or a shelter at least once during a typical seven-day period in March 1987.

Providers were defined as facilities operating in March 1987 in the 20 cities which provided

shelter to a minimum of 10 homeless adults or at least one meal each to a minimum of 15 adults

(homeless or not). The facilities included soup kitchens, shelters for the homeless that do or do

not offer meal services, battered women's shelters, single-room-occupancy hotels that accept

general assistance vouchers, and hotels and motels that house homeless AFDC or other family

households through a voucher system.
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Homeless persons were defined as those who do not rent or own a room, apartment, or

house, but rather reside in a shelter, weffare or voucher hotel, vehicle, abandoned building, or

public place. Individuals who do not have a regular arrangement to stay in a room, apartment, or

house for at least five days a week were also considered homeless. This definition includes

persons who reported having a home which was actually a shelter, a bench at the local bus station,

or some similar situation. It excludes persons who occasionally used a shelter (including persons

who did so on the day of our interview) but had a regular arrangement to stay in a relative's

apartment or house, or a house or apartment of their own. It also excludes persons who used

their own money to rent a room at a single-room-occupancy or voucher hotel for the last few days,

even if they also had periods of homelesaness during which they used vouchers.

Data reported here on food stamp use come from in-person interviews conducted in March

1987 with homeless individuals, who were paid $5 for 15 minutes of their time. Approximately

half of the standardized protocol was devoted to descriptions of eating patterns and participation

in the FSP; the remainder asked for standard socioeconomic and demographic information and

information on the conditions of respondents' homelessness. Descriptions of local food stamp

office practices--that is, their experience with facilitating the participation of homeless persons and

providing services to them--are derived from semi-structured telephone interviews with local food

stamp office personnel in the 20 cities in our sample, ts

is In those cities that contained more than one office (New York City and Los Angeles), we
either identified and interviewed the office that served most of the homeless persons in that city
or interviewed someone at a supervisory level who was the spokesperson for all offices. Half of
the persons interviewed were the supervisors of eligibility/certification workers. The remaining

persons who were interviewed held various positions--the supervisor of the food stamp planning
section, the regional director or deputy director of income assistance services, the director of the
city's FSP, and a food stamp consultant for a greater metropolitan council.
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Information on the extent to which providers used the prepared meals provision comes from

interviews with providers. First, in-person interviews were conducted with the sample of 381

providers in March 1987 to obtain data on their perceptions about the provision and the

appropriateness of the provision for their operations from the universe of all potential users of the

provision. Then, in March 1988, one year after the provision took effect, semi-structured

telephone interviews were conducted with all providers who became authorized under the prepared

meals provision so as to ascertain their experience with serving homeless persons.

C. FINDINGS

This paper reports on the use of food stamps by homeless persons and their experience with

the FSP, and briefly touches on their dietary adequacy. It also describes local food stamp office

practices that accommodate homeless food stamp applicants, and the implementation of the

prepared meals provision. Readers interested in other aspects of the study may refer to other

publications?

1. Current Food Stamp Receipt

Virtually all service-using homeless households in our universe of cities, estimated at 194,000

in March 1987, had low enough gross incomes and few enough assets (96 and 95 percent,

respectively, of the homeless households) to qualify for food stamps. Yet only 18 percent of

t°See Burt and Cohen (1988a, Volume I) for the original report; Burt and Cohen (1988a,
Volume II) for data tables, sampling and weighting methodologies, instruments, the text of the
prepared meals provision, and a list of authorized providers as of March 31, 1988. See Burr and
Cohen (1988b) for a comparison of this study's national results with those of other, local studies.
See Butt and Cohen (1989a) for national estimates of the number of homeless individuals derived
from this study and a comparison with other counts of the homeless. See Burt and Cohen (1989b)
for comparisons of single women, women with children, and single men; and Cohen and Burt
(1989) for comparisons of persons with histories of mental hospitalization or chemical dependency
treatment with those without.
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these homeless households were current food stamp recipients. Another 41 percent received food

stamps at some time in the past, and another 8 percent had applied for food stamps but had not

received them. Thus, only one-third of the sample had never had contact with the Food Stamp

Program.

The typical current spell of food stamp receipt by service-using homeless persons was not

long. The median was 4.5 months, compared with 7 months for all FSP households (Burstein and

Visher, 1990). Among recipients, 54 percent had been receMng food stamps for 12 months or

less, and 17 percent reported that they had just begun to receive food stamps within the month

of the interview. One explanation that might account for the high proportion of just-opened

cases is that homeless persons apply for expedited service (which requires virtually no documenta-

tion), receive food stamps for that month, and do not return to complete the application process.

Another possibility is that they complete the process, but that the instability of their lives makes

it impossible for them to meet continuing FSP requirements. They may thus go on and off the

program with greater rapidity than do other households. These possibilities, and others, might be

appropriate topics for future research.

Of the homeless persons who had applied for food stamps but were not recipients (8 percent

of the sample), half indicated that their applications had been denied. Of the one-third of the

homeless respondents who had never been in contact with the FSP, the most common reasons

cited were that they were unaware of their eligibility (9 percent of the sample), that they did not

have a mailing address (5 percent), and that they did not know where or how to apply (4 percent).

It is quite possible that these respondents did not need food stamps prior to the event that

precipitated homelessness, and that once they were homeless other barriers to participation became

93



more pertinent. However, because we do not have data on incomes or program participation prior

to homelessness, we cannot explore these possibilities.
o

, 2. The Individual Characteristics That Affect FSP Participation

Several factors affect the probability that homeless persons participate in the FSP. The first

column of Table 1 shows these associations. Being female and being homeless with a child were

the only demographic characteristics that were important factors in current food stamp receipt.

Thirteen percent of homeless males but 37 percent of homeless females received food stamps.

Fourteen percent of homeless males and females who did not have a child with them received

food stamps, compared with 48 percent of males and females from homeless households that

contained at least one child. The variable "Household Type" shows the combined effects of the

sex of the respondent and the presence of children in the homeless household. Of the women

who had children with them and those who were homeless by themselves, 53 percent of the former

but only 22 percent of the latter received food stamps. Even so, these single women were better

off than single men, of whom only 13 percent were FSP participants.

The strongest determinant of current food stamp receipt was the household's income

maintenance status; 68 percent of homeless AFDC recipient households received food stamps, as

did 63 percent of GA households and 20 percent of SSI households. Only 8 percent of homeless

households that did not receive one of these three sources of income maintenance received food

stamps. The significant demographic characteristics (sex, presence of a child, and type of

household) were themselves strongly linked to the receipt of public assistance (not shown). For

example, 45 percent of homeless females received either AFDC or GA, compared with °nly 11

percent of homeless males, and 66 percent of homeless persons with a child received either AFDC
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TABLE 1

FSP PARTICIPATION,BY SELECTEDCHARACTERISTICSOF THE SAMPLE
{weighted)

, Percent of Homeless Percent Percent
PersonsWho Receive of the Sample of of the Sample of

Characteristics Food Stamps Food Stamp Recipients HomelessPersons

Sex
Male 13 63 81
Female 37 37 19

100 100

With Child
Yes 48 28 10
No 14 72 90

100 100

Household Type
Singlemen 13 54 73
Singlewomen 22 11 9
Womenwithchildren 53 27 9
Other 15 8 9

100 lO0

Income Maintenance
AFDC 68 17 5
GA 63 43 12
SSI 20 4 4
None 8 36 79

100 100
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or GA, compared with 11 percent of homeless persons without children. Single women were the

only respondents with a substantial likelihood of receiving Supplemental Security Income (13

percent, compared with 3 percent each for women with children and single men).

Clearly, persons who are part of the welfare system because they receive income main-

tenance are much more likely to be successful at obtaining and maintaining food stamps than are

those who are not. Even among people with homes, not all public assistance recipients receive

food stamps. However, the proportion who do is significantly higher than among homeless

households that receive public assistance. In the second quarter of 1987, 82 percent of all AFDC

households and 40 percent of all SSI households participated in the FSP (U.S. House of

Representatives, Committee on Ways and Means, 1989).

To place these findings in context, it is important that we understand the proportion of the

homeless population that these food stamp recipients represent. A comparison of the figures

presented in the second and third columns of Table 1 makes this point. Women comprised 19

percent of homeless adults, but 37 percent of all food stamp recipients. Homeless households

with children comprised only 10 percent of all homeless households, but 28 percent of'all FSP

recipient households. Only 21 percent of homeless households received income maintenance

(AFDC, GA, or SSI), but 64 percent of homeless food stamp recipients received income

maintenance. Single males comprised 73 percent of homeless households but only 54 percent of

all food stamp recipients.

To determine the independent effects of key characteristics of homeless respondents on

current participation in the FSP, we performed a logistical regression analysis in which the current

receipt of food stamps was the dependent variable. Table 2 presents the results. Current
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TABLE 2

INDIVIDUAL CHARACTERISTICS ASSOCIATED WITH THE CURRENT RECEIPT
OF FOOD STAMPS:BINOMIALLOGISTICALREGRESSIONRESULTS

BinomialLogistical
IndependentVariable ReqressionCoefficient

Currentlyreceives incomemaintenance .455***
Has a mailing address .lOg***
DruQ or alcohol institutionalization

(1=yes; O=no) .082**
Minority status (1=yes;O=no) .047*
Homelesshouseholdincludeschild(ren) .087
Hasa placetocookfood -.036
Reportedincomefor last30 days -.000
Age .001
Education .009
Gender(O=male;1=female) -.007
Single-personhousehold -.059
Lengthoftimehomeless -.000
Lengthof timesincelaststeadyjob -.002
Adjusted CES-D {current depression/

demoralization} -.oog
Mentalhospitalization(1=yes;O=no} -.043
Numberofdaysateat shelter -.046
Numberof servingsof alcohol -.004
Numberof reportedhealthproblems .002

Sample Size 1,704

NOTE: Log-likelihood= -494.76;Chi-squared= 370.70

*** p < .0001
** p < .001
* p < .05
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receipt of income maintenance has the most powerful impact on food stamp receipt. Bivariate

associations with being female or being homeless with children disappear in this analysis, since they
r.

are explained largely by the association between these two factors and the receipt of income
6

maintenance.

Three other factors have a significant effect on FSP participation--having a mailing address,

having a history of drug or alcohol inpatient treatment, and being a member of a minority group.

From an FSP administrative perspective, it is interesting to note that having a mailing address

still increases the likelihood of receiving food stamps, despite the fact that FNS stresses that a

mailing address need not be a prerequisite for food stamp receipt. This finding may suggest that

local food stamp offices continue to use a mailing address as a criterion, even though these offices

consistently report the opposite. Or the local food stamp office may not require a mailing address

per se, but may refuse to use a shelter or soup kitchen as a mailing address. This situation

occurred in some localities, and has the effect of restricting the access of homeless persons to the

FSP. It is also possible that potential applicants and their advisors (for example, shelter operators)

still believe that, contrary to fact, the FSP requires a mailing address. Finally, in our model,

"mailing address" may plausibly be a proxy for the stability of homeless persons in one place (such

as a shelter), even though they are in fact homeless.

3. Local Food Stamp Office Practices Associated with FSP Participation by the Homeless
Population

Anecdotal information from providers and interview data from local food stamp offices in

our surveyed cities indicated that homeless persons have difficulty in establishing food stamp

eligibility (due largely to insufficient documentation) and in maintaining eligibility due to regular

recertification requirements. Our information on local food stamp office practices comes from
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semi-structured telephone interviews that left ample opportunity for respondents to describe their

practices, the problems they encountered, and their approaches for resolving them.

The most important point is that local food stamp offices do not in fact know very much
t

about their homeless recipients. For example, none of the cities was able to provide a reliable

dollar figure for the total value of food stamps issued to homeless recipients during the survey

month. And two-thirds could not provide data on the numbers of recipients who were homeless.

The implication is that local data for measuring program participation by the homeless are very

limited. Our interviews provide the best information available on reported office practices.

A local office must complete two major procedures before participants can receive food

stamps: determining eligibility and establishing a workable method of issuing the food stamps every

month. The responses of our homeless respondents and of the local food stamp office personnel

indicate the problems that homelessness tends to pose for both.

a. Eligibility Determination

The vast majority of offices in the sample (17 of the 20 offices) reported problems with

determining eligibility for the homeless. The lack of proper identification and other documenta-

tion was cited most frequently (by 11 of the 20 offices interviewed). As of 1989, all homeless

households are eligible for expedited service, which provides food stamp benefits within 5 days

of application, as authorized by the McKinney Act (P.L. 100-7). At the time the data were

collected in March 1987, expedited service was available to all households whose monthly gross

incomes were less than $150 and whose liquid assets were no more than $100. The local food

stamp offices need to verify only the identity of the applicant in order to issue food stamp benefits

for the first month under expedited service. However, the household may continue to receive food

stamps beyond the first month only if it provides verification for gross non-exempt income, alien
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status, utility expenses (if in excess of the standard utility allowance), medical expenses (for elderly

and disabled persons), Social Security number, disability status, and other necessary certification

criteria.

i

Homeless applicants often do not have enough documentation, or do not have the proper

types of documentation, to satisfy the standard certification practices of local food stamp offices.

The offices in our sample stated that they had attempted to resolve eligibility problems by allowing

collateral contacts (such as social service workers, relatives, and shelter operators) to provide

identifying information for homeless applicants. Five offices also indicated that they had been

willing to accept miscellaneous identification sources, such as supermarket cards, unemployment

insurance cards, and hospital or other medical cards.

Five of the offices also mentioned that the failure of homeless applicants to keep

appointments, including follow-up appointments, precluded establishing a positive eligibility

determination for them. The lack of transportation to the food stamp office and mental health

problems (that is, applicants provided unusable information, or had trouble with procedures) were

mentioned by two offices as precluding positive eligibility determinations. Establishing residency

in a jurisdiction was also noted by three offices as part of the problem. Waiving residency

requirements or merely accepting the client's declaration of residency were reported as ways to

overcome this constraint to a positive eligibility determination.

Nineteen of the 20 cities reported granting expedited service to homeless applicants. Seven

cities reported that all of their homeless cases received expedited service; 5 reported that 90 to

99 percent of their homeless recipients received this service; 3 reported that 60 to 89 percent of

their homeless eligibles received the service. Four cities did not know the proportion of homeless

recipients whose cases were subject to expedited service.
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b. Issuance

The problem of establishing a way to issue the stamps once eligibility has been determined

was reported to be less serious. Twelve cities reported no problems with issuance. Five of these
i

cities reported that they allowed homeless individuals to pick food stamps up at the local office;

3 reported that they sent the stamps to any local address at which the client had permission to

receive mail; 2 used general delivery; and 2 allowed homeless recipients to pick the food stamps

up at any currency exchange (at which welfare checks can also be cashed). Of the offices that

did experience problems with issuance, five offices reported that clients had moved, not picked

up mail, or returned mail, and two offices reported that the post office did not allow the use of

general delivery for food stamps.

c. Other Procedures

We were interested in whether food stamp offices in our sampled cities used any



they generally interacted on a regular basis with providers, although they did not designate a

worker to lead outreach activities.

Information-sharing among local food stamp offices might be helpful to offices that have not
4

attracted a sufficient number of homeless recipients, since many offices have developed policies

and procedures to facilitate the access of homeless persons to their program.

4. The Use of Food Stamps by Homeless Recipients

Homeless respondents were asked how they used food stamps when they received them.

We were particularly interested in any patterns of utilization other than food-purchasing in grocery

stores. Since food stamps have an "on the street" value that is independent of their value in

purchasing food, it was important that we assess the experience of respondents with losing their

stamps or having them stolen, or selling them for cash. (Unfortunately, we did not ask about

trading stamps for clothing or other goods, which we subsequently learned is not uncommon--

perhaps more common than exchanging food stamps for cash.)

Buying food at grocery stores was clearly the dominant use of food stamps (84 percent of

the homeless individuals who were receiving food stamps at the time of the survey). Homeless

food stamp recipients also mentioned two other uses--purchasing meals at restaurants (13 percent)

and turning their food stamps directly over to their residential program (14 percent).

As far as we were able to determine, none of the cities in our sample had instituted special

programs to allow homeless food stamp recipients to use food stamps in restaurants. Thus, the

use of food stamps at restaurants is probably sub rosa. Small neighborhood restaurants may be

willing to accept food stamps from customers and then arrange with a local grocer authorized to

receive food stamps to exchange the stamps for the equivalent value in food. Providers told us
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that such informal arrangements exist, but we had no way to determine their prevalence or the

extent to which homeless persons might have had access to them.

, The Effects of Food Stamp Receipt. Our data indicated that 19 percent of the respondents

often did not get enough to eat, and another 19 percent sometimes did not get enough.

Seventy-five percent ate twice a day or lesa. Thirty-six percent said they went one or more days

out of the last seven days without eating.

The receipt of food stamps, and the average monthly per-person dollar value of the stamps

received, made a difference in the eating patterns and dietary adequacy of respondents. The

higher the average per-person food stamp benefit, the more times the respondent ate daily, on

average. A higher food stamp benefit was also associated with an increased number of servings

of all foods eaten on the day before the interview, and with foods eaten from more of the five

core food groups (milk products, vegetables, fruits, grain products, and meat and meat

alternatives). Thus, food stamp receipt promoted the intended goal of the FSP-to improve the

dietary intake and nutritional adequacy of recipients.

5. Experience with the Prepared Meals Provision

The prepared meals provision went into effect on April 1, 1987. As of March 31, 1988, one

year later, 40 programs of the more than 3,000 meal and shelter providers that serve the homeless

in this country had become authorized, and one application was pending, for an authorization rate

of less than 2 percent. Thus, why were so few providers interested in becoming authorized under

the prepared meals provision?

The most important aspects of the provision that hindered its acceptance can briefly be

described here. First, most meals for the homeless are offered free, yet providers must charge
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for meals in order to make the provision work. Many providers did not want to change their

practice of offering free meals, in the belief that their clients needed free meals and because they

were committed to providing such meals in the most hospitable way possible. Second, providers

believed that their clients needed their food stamps, and used soup kitchen and shelter meal

services to supplement their food stamp benefit. These providers were reluctant to ask clients

for food stamps when they were aware of their clients' limited resources. Third, and least

important according to providers, many providers relied on donated foods for a substantial

proportion of food that they served. Eighteen percent made no cash purchases, and only 26

percent relied on purchased food for more than half of the food that they served. However, the

prepared meals provision allows providers to charge in food stamps only what they lay out in cash

to purchase food. Providers with relatively small cash budgets for food felt that the provisions

would not help them very much.

a. The Characteristics of Providers That Sought and Obtained Authorization

Here, we describe the characteristics of the few providers that did obtain authorization under

the provision, and their experience during the first year of its operation. The description that

follows is based on information gathered through semi-structured telephone interviews in March

1988. Most authorized providers were not part of the earlier systematic sample of 381 providers

interviewed in our 20 sampled cities in March 1987.

Of the 40 authorized providers, all but 2 were shelters. Of the remaining two, one was a

low-cost nonprofit restaurant and the other a soup kitchen. The shelters served an average of 47

homeless persons per meal, with a range of 3 to 220. The only two authorized providers that

were not shelters offered meal programs that were as large as those of the largest shelters. The

single soup kitchen served an estimated 240 persons per meal; the nonprofit restaurant served
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250 to 300 meals a day to approximately 175 to 200 individuals. The majority of the authorized

providers (32 of the 40) served three meah a day. Most of the rest (5) served only breakfast and

lunch.

6

Reasons for ADvlvinE. Most authorized providers applied because they wanted to be able

to purchase larger quantities of food and more nutritious food (30 of the 37 providers that gave

reasons for applying). The next most frequently cited reason (by 14 providers) was that they

wanted to let people contribute, let them have more dignity, or create an environment similar to

a regular restaurant. Six providers saw the provision as a way to prompt residents to apply for

food stamps, so they would have that resource once they left the shelter. Three providers thought

that food stamps would help them extend their service--either to serve more persons at their

current location or to extend meal service to locations that did not have it. Several providers gave

multiple responses.

The Application Process. With few exceptions, the authorized providers thought that the

application process itself was very easy. Three-quarters (29 providers) described it as simple and

quick, and facilitated by helpful staff at the local FNS office. Another 8 reported minor

difficulties, all of which were eventually resolved. Only 3 thought that the forms were complex

and the process long. One provider had problems with the local welfare department, which did

not want to sign off on the application.

b. The Use of the Provision by Providers

Despite being authorized to accept food stamps in exchange for prepared meals, not all of

the authorized providers were doing so at the time they were interviewed. Just over half of the

authorized providers (22 providers) had clients who received food stamps, and at least some of

these clients exchanged their food stamps for prepared meals. Another ten authorized providers
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had clients who received food stamps, but none of these clients was willing to exchange his or

her food stamps for meals from the facility, although he or she continued to eat there. Five

authorized providers did not have any clients who received food stamps at the time of the inter-

view. And three could not say whether or not their clients received food stamps.

Even for providers who did receive some food stamps from their clients, by no means were

all food stamp recipients willing to exchange food stamps for prepared meals, as shown in the

first two columns of Table 3. The actual number of homeless persons who exchanged food stamps

for prepared meals under the provision one year after its implementation totaled only 262 per day,

about 10 percent of the clients at authorized facilities. It is also noteworthy that three providers

accounted for two-thirds of this total--serving approximately 75, 60, and 35 clients per day who

paid with food stamps.

TABLE 3

EXCHANGE OF FOOD STAMPS FOR PREPARED MEALS
AT AUTHORIZED PROVIDERS WHO RECEIVED ANY FOOD STAMPS

Percent of Food Percent of Providers Total Number of

Stamp Recipients That Received Any Percent of All Clients

Exchanging Food Food Stamps Authorized Providers Exchanging
Stamps (N = 22) (N = 40) Food Stamps

90- 100% 41 23 205
50- 89 27 15 43
34-49 0 0 0
10- 33 32 17 14

100% 55% 262
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Among those that had become authorized, some were not collecting food stamps as a matter

of policy (8 providers); others were willing but their clients were not (10 providers). Providers

that had not activated the program or that had dropped it were asked for their experience with

the provision. Representative responses included the following:

· We tried it for three weeks, but it didn't work. We couldn't keep track of
who was eligible, some people couldn't qualify, and some people spent their
food stamps elsewhere.

· We didn't realize that we would have to make some recipients pay and some
not, so we're not using the program.

· Our residents stay too short a time to get them certified for food stamps.

· We had started asking for $1 per meal in food stamps from those who had
them, but it caused disruptions because some had to pay while others didn't.
So we stopped until there is some uniform policy [from FNS].

The difficulties experienced by authorized providers either in establishing effective food stamp

collection procedures or in convincing food stamp recipients to contribute are important to note,

since they underscore the mismatch between the conception of the prepared meals provision and

the actual circumstances faced by providers who feed the homeless.

c. Informing Clients and Establishing Charges

As noted earlier, only just over half of the authorized providers (22 out of 40) actually

received food stamps from any clients in exchange for prepared meals one year after the provision

took effect. The approaches adopted by authorized providers to inform clients about the

possibility of exchanging food stamps for meals and to set meal charges are enlightening, in that

they tell us about the conditions under which the provision seems to have worked.
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Thirteen providers either no longer informed theft residents about the possibility of

exchanging food stamps for prepared meals, never did so, or had not yet done so. Some preferred

that their clients begin saving their food stamps for use after they left the shelter. Others had

once informed their clients about the exchange of food stamps, but had decided that they could

not successfully administer the program if they allowed some to pay and others not to pay for their

meals. Those that indicated that they had "not yet" informed their residents had only recently

been authorized, and had not yet decided what procedures should be used. Another 10 providers

did inform some clients, but had no systematic method for informing all clients. Some posted

signs, which they believed were ignored. Some informed clients about becoming food stamp

recipients only if the clients asked for information. Some informed only those whom they

perceived were eligible for food stamps.

Another 13 authorized providers (all shelters) informed all clients in a routine, systematic

· way, usually at intake. Some of these providers specified the amount and frequency with which

clients were expected to pay; others left the amount of the donation up to the individual. All

stressed the voluntary nature of the donation. Two providers systematically informed only the

subgroup of residents who were expected to remain residents of the shelter for a long period of

time. One of these adopted the provision experimentally. The other implemented the provision

as regular policy, but stopped asking for donations during the last two weeks of a person's stay,

to enable the client to save stamps in order to "get a start" when he or she moved into permanent

housing. Two providers (not shelters) informed all clients "at the door" before they were offered

meals, as part of regular policy of asking for payment on a per-meal basis. Both of these

providers charged for every meal, either in cash, food stamps, or labor (work exchange), and

required that all clients make payment, including work, before they received the food. Both were
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set up as restaurants (one was a nonprofit restaurant; one was a snack bar in a mission). The

at-the-door arrangements of these two providers suited their situations; since everyone was

required to pay something, they would not be discriminating against food stamp recipients by
i

requesting that they be the only clients to pay for their food.

With the exception of the two providers who charged for every meal, shelter providers who

received food stamps from their residents made these arrangements on a weekly or monthly basis.

Most providers charged per-person amounts, but some also had a per-family charge, and one had

a reduced charge for children. Charges per meal ranged from $0.45 to $2.00. Charges per-person

per day ranged from $2.00 to $4.00. Charges per family per day ranged from $3.00 to $5.00.

One provider charged $120.00 per month for a family unit.

The typical method of setting the charge for residents was to divide the yearly food budget

for purchased foods by the number of meals served per year. The local welfare department or

food stamp office set the amount in several cases. One provider reported charging "what it would

cost if it were all purchased." One asked clients for an unspecified contribution "because most of

the food is donated." Nonresidents who ate meals at the provider's establishment were rarely

asked to pay anything. The emphasis at all providers was on the voluntary nature of the use of

food stamps. Most providers in fact quoted the cost of the meal only to food stamp recipients,

so that in effect only food stamp recipients were asked to pay. No one was ever turned away for

not paying, although three providers required work exchange for those who could not pay either

in cash or in food stamps. All three of the providers that required work exchange were doing so

before they became authorized under the prepared meals provision.
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cl. Reportin_ Reouirements

The reporting requirements were clearly not a major reason that so few establishments

adopted the provision. Of the providers that were still collecting food stamps in exchange for

prepared meals, all but the nonprofit restaurant stated that the reporting process took about 15

minutes. Three factors appeared to differentiate the reporting experiences of the nonprofit

restaurant from those of other authorized providers: (1) it accepted both cash and food stamps;

(2) it collected on a per-meal basis; and (3) many of its clients paid for meals with food stamps

(an average of 75 persons per day, for 1 or 2 meals each).

D. RECOMMENDATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS

To improve the dietary adequacy of homeless persons, policymakers have two obvious

alternative approaches. First, they can alter existing programs for enhancing the dietary adequacy

of all income eligibles to accommodate the unique circumstances of homeless persons. This

approach would seek to put the resources for acquiring food directly into the hands of individual

homeless persons. As the nation's largest anti-hunger program, the FSP is the obvious target for

these efforts.

Alternatively, policymakers can establish or expand efforts to increase the feeding capacity

of the emergency food network--soup kitchens, shelters, and other providers that prepare and

serve meals to homeless people. Given the difficulties of getting homeless persons into the FSP

and because the FSP is less appropriate for homeless persons than for others (given the necessity

of storage and cooking facilities for purchased food), it is reasonable to maintain that expanding

the capacity of the emergency food network to serve more people higher-quality meals more

frequently is the most direct and efficacious approach for improving the diets of homeless persons.

USDA's commodity distribution programs are the obv/ous targets for these efforts (the Emergency
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Food and Shelter Program would be an additional target). In March 1987, two-thirds of meal

providers were already receiving some form of USDA commodities. Both the amounts and
.°

varieties of food could be expanded at these providers, and the remaining providers could be

brought into the distribution system.

The primary goal of the prepared meal provision was to improve the nutrition of homeless

persons. To accomplish this goal, Congress adopted the first alternative approach by altering the

FSP to allow the homeless to exchange their food stamps for prepared foods, but only if they

obtained these meals from nonprofit soup kitchens and shelters. The prepared meal provision

clearly did not fulfill its intent. Less than 2 percent of potential participants (meal providers)

applied, and half of those that did apply could not accommodate the provision in their service

delivery context. Not only did relatively few of the homeless persons have food stamps, but sizable

proportions of those who did would not give them to the meal providers in exchange for meals.

Other legislation has been enacted along both of the approaches. In the Homeless

Eligibility Clarification Act (P.L. 99-570, Subtitle X_I)--the same act that established the prepared

meals provision--Congress expanded FSP eligibility to homeless persons who reside in shelters at

which they receive half or more of their daily meals. Earlier, in the Food Security Act of 1985,

Congress reasserted that a fixed mailing address was not required for FSP eligibility. The Stewart

B. McKinney Homeless Assistance Act of 1987 (P.L 100-77) made several changes in FSP

regulations to help those already homeless to obtain food stamps--federally reimbursed outreach

efforts to contact and enroll the homeless; the expansion of expedited service to enable homeless

individuals to receive stamps within 5 days; and, for the purpose of eligibility and benefit

determination, the exclusion of third-party payments for temporary housing if the housing lacks

meal preparation facilities. Other changes were intended to prevent homelessness--increasing the
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ceiling on the excess shelter deduction, and instituting special regulations to govern certain

doubled-up living situations. Legislation to give resources (either cash or food) directly to meal

providers in the emergency food network has also been enacted. The McKinney Act of 1987
I

made a permanent program of the Emergency Food and Shelter Program, much of whose

resources are targeted specifically toward homeless and potentially homeless persons. And the

Hunger Relief Act of 1988 (P.L. 100435) authorized funding ($40 million) for the first time for

USDA to purchase commodities for distribution to soup kitchens and food banks, rather than

simply distributing available surplus commodities.

There are important arguments for and against each of these approaches. The data

presented in this report suggest that each may be more appropriate for different segments of the

homeless population. Further, it must be recognized that either alternative FSP regulations or

the expansion/enhancement of the emergency food network largely address only how best to feed

people once they are homeless. Only a few changes made by the McKinney Act address how,

in conjunction with changes in other safety net programs, the FSP and other nutrition program

regulations might be altered to help prevent homelessness.

The FSP spends close to $14 billion dollars a year to serve about 19 million individuals,

virtually all of whom have permanent housing. The FSP is geared toward households whose

circumstances are relatively stable--that is, those that have cooking and storage facilities. The

dollar value of food stamps is predicated on assumptions about food purchases, food preparation

and storage, and thus food consumption that can be met only by households that can shop

judiciously, cook from scratch, and store prepared foods. While homeless persons can purchase

many food items that need not be cooked before they are consumed, the additional expense of

such items means that a typical food stamp allocation will not last very long.
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To some extent, trying to change the FSP to accommodate homeless persons is an exercise

akin to a very small tail wagging a very big dog. However, based on the evidence from our study,

some homeless households are likely to be able to complete food stamp eligibility procedures and

to maintain participation in the program. These are the homeless persons who are most similar

to food stamp recipients who have housing-those who are receiving AFDC, GA, or SSI, who are

stable and consistent shelter residents, or who have relatively few personal problems that would

create difficulties for following through with agency procedures. As shown earlier, homeless

households that received income maintenance were very much more likely than others to

participate in the FSP, yet even for these households their participation rates were below those

for households with homes. Greater efforts at co-processing applications or other mechanisms

to coordinate income maintenance and food stamp receipt would probably pay off in higher FSP

enrollment rates for homeless households. Our data indicate that FSP participation does improve

the adequacy of the diets of homeless persons. Thus, higher participation rates would contribute

to the goal of improving nutrition among homeless persons.

Increasing the resources of the emergency food network to provide more meals to the

homeless population is an appealing alternative strategy, especially for those homeless persons,

usually single individuals, whose personal problems and uncertain circumstances make them unlikely

to establish or maintain FSP participation. These homeless persons present unique challenges to

the FSP in terms of eligibility determination, recertification, and issuance. They frequently lack

necessary documentation, the resources to obtain it, and a secure place to keep it. They have

trouble with schedules and return appointments, in part because their days and weeks lack routine,

in part because many have disabling conditions (primarily mental illness or chemical dependency),

and in part because their days are consumed by efforts to obtain basic shelter and food from
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available programs. Thus, any mechanism that improves the likelihood that persons will receive

nourishing meals, including relying on the emergency food network, is welcome.

However, while increasing support for the emergency food network is perhaps the simplest

and most direct way to ensure that homeless persons are fed, the question must be raised about

whether it is good public policy to develop and maintain an entire new structure of organizations

and providers to feed people on an emergency basis. Further, the great expansion in this network

nationwide over the past several years raises a question about whether the network is addressing

an "emergency," or whether the homeless and near-homeless chronically lack an adequate diet.

The more chronic the situation, the greater the focus should be on improving safety-net programs

to address the issue rather than relying on the emergency food network. Anti-hunger advocates

argue that the situation has indeed gone beyond an "emergency," and they particularly make the

point that they would prefer to see the emergency food network go out of business--provided that

other safety net programs were functioning in ways that eliminated the necessity for the network's

feeding services (see, for example, Food and Hunger Hotline, 1987).

If the FSP is committed to increasing the enrollment rate of homeless persons, then bringing

the participation rates of homeless income maintenance recipients up to those of income

maintenance recipients with housing is probably the easiest task. Much more difficult will be

efforts to enroll the homeless who do not receive income maintenance, since they represent about

four of five homeless adults, and the single males among them are clearly the target group in

greatest need of improved nutrition. Outreach efforts, simplified eligibility procedures, minimal

repeat office visits, flexible requirements for documentation, a willingness to accept shelters and

soup kitchens as mailing addresses, and new approaches to resolving issuance and recertification

problems--all are required to meet the objective. Amid the anecdotes that we heard from
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providers about the difficulties of getting clients into the FSP was an occasional success story that

hinged on the local food stamp office's sending an eligibility worker out to the shelter every
*°

month to process new applicants and deal with recertifications. Research could identify exemplary

efforts to enroll homeless persons and to determine why they are successful.
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VI. THE EFFECTIVENESS OF USDA FOOD ASSISTANCE PROGRAMS
AT MEETING THE FOOD AND NUTRITION NEEDS

OF THE LOW-INCOME ELDERLY

Michael Ponza

*

A. INTRODUCTION

The number of Americans 65 years of age and older is increasing rapidly and is projected

to more than double over the next forty years (U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging, 1987-

88). Concomitant with the aging of the population, the overall economic status of elderly persons

has been improving, as evidenced by the dramatic decline in the poverty rate among the elderly

population from 29.5 to 12.4 percent from 1966 to 1986 (U.S. Senate Special Committee on Aging,

1987-88).

However, despite the improved economic status of elderly persons as a group, 7.4 million

(or 28 percent of the elderly) are living either below or near poverty (commonwealth Fund

Commission, 1987). A disproportionate number of these poor and near-poor elderly persons are

women, members of minority groups, those who live alone, and persons age 85 or older (Rowland

and Lyons, 1988). Moreover, these groups of elderly persons are projected to grow rapidly in the

next several decades, and to continue to have low incomes and few financial assets (U.S. General

Accounting Office, 1986).

Age and poverty tend to be strongly associated with inadequate diets (U.S. Department of

Health, Education, and Welfare, 1974; and Davis et al., 1985). In turn, proper diet is believed to

be important to extending life expectancy and prolonging good health (U.S. Department of Health

and Human Services, Public Health Service, 1988). Therefore, these trends in the aging of the
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U.S. population and the economic status of the elderly population have crucial policy implications

for those interested in the health and nutrition of the elderly.

A network of public and private food assistance programs has emerged during the past few

decades to address the food and nutritional needs of the elderly population. The benefits provided

by federal programs range from coupons redeemable for food at authorized retail food stores

(under the Food Stamp Program) to food packages (under the Temporary Emergency Food

Assistance Program and Commodity Supplemental Food Program), and prepared meals (under

Title III meals), the latter of which are either home-delivered or served in group settings. The

objective of this paper is to examine the extent to which this network of USDA food assistance

programs meets the food and nutrition needs of the low-income elderly population.

Our examination of this issue entailed reviewing and synthesizing information from a diverse

set of extant studies and data bases, 2° undertaking further empirical analysis of existing data (from

the 1984 Survey of Income and Program Participation), and conducting limited-scale original data

collection (consisting of focus group discussions with USDA program participants and

nonparticipants in three major cities).

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. Section B examines the characteristics

and nutritional needs of the low-income elderly population and assesses how well USDA food

assistance programs meet their food and nutritional needs. For each of these topics, we briefly

describe the research methods and data sources, present and discuss the principal findings, and

Z°These data sources include (1) nationally representative household survey data, such as the
Health and Nutrition Examination Surveys, the Nationwide Food Consumption Surveys, the Survey

of Food Consumption in Low-Income Households, the TEFAP Survey, the National Evaluation
of Title III Meal Programs, the Survey of Income and Program Participation, and the Panel Study
of Income Dynamics; (2) less representative data, such as the Food Stamp SSI/Elderly Cashout
Demonstration; (3) smaller-scale clinical studies; and (4) reviews of the most relevant literature.
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discuss the limitations of the research. Section C discusses the implications for USDA food

assistance program policy in general and Food Stamp Program (FSP) policy in particular. The

section concludes with a brief discussion of the suggested direction of future research.

B. PRINCIPAL FINDINGS

Our discussion in this section is organized around two major research areas. Section 1

describes the characteristics and nutritional needs of the low-income elderly, and Section 2 assesses

the effectiveness of USDA programs at meeting the food and nutrition needs of the low-income

elderly. We conclude each section by discussing the methodological limitations imposed by the

available data for the research.

1. The Characteristics and Nutritional Needs of the Low-Income Elderly

A comprehensive profile of the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics, health

circumstances, and food and nutritional needs of the low-income elderly population is necessary

in order to determine the size and particular programmatic needs of the target groups of low-

income elderly and, ultimately, to assess how well USDA programs meet those needs. This profile

was constructed on the basis of data from the 1984 Survey of Income and Program Participation

(SIPP), other national data sets, and reviews of published materials.

a. Who Are the Low-Income Elderly?

In 1984, over 30 million persons in the United States were age 60 or older. Over 13 million,

or 40 percent, lived in households whose monthly money income was below 185 percent of the

federal poverty threshold. As a group, these low-income elderly persons have few financial assets

from which they can supplement their incomes, they exhibit high rates of functional impairment
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and chronic illness, and, relative to the high-income elderly, zt they are disproportionately less

educated, living alone, and older than age 85? For example, Table 1 shows that:

, · Forty-six percent of the low-income elderly are unmarried and live alone,
compared with only 12 percent of the high-income elderly.

· Fifty-nine percent of the low-income elderly report difficulty with one or
more activities of daily living (ADLs), compared with 31 percent of the
high-income elderly.

· The median financial net worth z3 of the low-income elderly is $900,

compared with $41,900 for the high-income elderly.

b. The Low-Income Elderly Population Is Not Homogeneous

Despite a greater overall prevalence of functional limitations and chronic health conditions,

and little financial wealth, the low-income elderly population comprises several diverse groups

who exhibit different limitations and food assistance needs, and the capacities to meet those needs.

For example, Table 2 shows that:

· Relative to the young-old (age 60-74) low-income elderly, the old-old (age
85 and older) low-income elderly exhibit higher rates of functional
impairment and hospitalization, are more likely to be living alone, and are
less educated. While money income available to meet needs is roughly

ZlThe high-income elderly are persons age 60 or older whose household money income is
greater than 300 percent of the poverty threshold.

zzAs shown in Section 1.e, each of these factors represents a major risk of inadequate nutrition
in elderly persons.

2*Financial net worth equals the value of passbook savings accounts, money market deposit
accounts, certificates of deposit, interest-earning checking accounts, money market funds, U.S.
government securities, municipal or corporate bonds, stocks and mutual funds shares, U.S. savings
bonds, IRA and Keogh accounts, regular checking accounts, mortgages held for the sale of real
estate, amounts due from sales of business or property, other interest-earning assets, and other
financial assets, minus unsecured debt.
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TABLE 1

SELECTEDCHARACTERISTICSOF THE LOW-INCOME
AND HIGH-INCOMEELDERLY, 1984

. Low-Income High-Income
Characteristic Elderly Elderly

Female 67_ 50%

BlackorHispanic 18 5

85YearsOldorOlder 8 3

CompletedLessthan12Grades 68 28

Unmarried,LivingAlone 46 12

Difficultywith1 orMoreADLs 59 31

NeedsHelpwithI orMoreADLs 20 10

AverageNumberof DaysSpentinBed 9 3.5

Median Monthly Household Income $602 $2,705

Median Monthly HouseholdIncome/Needs 1.22 4.56

Median Total Net Worth $27,500 $125,800

Median Net Worth Excluding
HomeandVehicles 1,500 58,100

Median FinancialNet Worth 900 41,900

Sample Size 2,942 3,100
(2,910) (3,182)

SOURCE: April Extract of the Wave 3 1984 Panel of SIPP; August Extract of
the Wave 4 1984 Panel of SIPP.

NOTE: All tabulations are based on weighted data; sample sizes are
unweighted. Sample sizes in parentheses refer to the August extract
(i.e., income and wealth measures); other sample sizes refer to the
April extract (demographic and health limitation measures). A person
is defined as "low-income" if household money income is less than 185
percent of the official poverty threshold defined by the federal
government; "high-income" if household money income is greater than 300
percent of the poverty line. "Elderly" is defined as those persons age
60 years and older.
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TABLE2

SELECTEDCHARACTERISTICSOF SUBGROUPSOFTHE LOW-INCOMEELDERLY,1984

Living Living with Young- Old-
Characteristic Alone Spouse Old Old Black White Female Hale

Female 83% 45% 64_ 76% 66% 67_ 100_ --

Co_oleted Less Than 12
Grades 65 69 65 74 84 64 66 71

Unmarried, Living Alone 100 -- 3g 69 37 48 58 23

Married -- 100 47 15 36 41 27 66

In Labor Force 9 18 18 -- 14 12 g 17

DifficultyGettingOutside 20 15 13 44 22 18 21 lq

Difficultywith I or Hore AI)Ls 64 52 53 83 71 58 63 52

Needs Help PreparingMeals 7 11 7 29 17 10 10 14

Needs Help with 1 or More ADLs 18 18 14 45 38 19 21 18

Poor/FairHealth 53 58 56 56 72 54 56 58

_J

_J Average Nun_er of Days Spent
in Bed 7 g 8 11 12 8 8 g

Hedian Monthly Household
Income/Needs 1.11 1.35 1.25 1.19 1.06 1.26 1.19 1.32

Hedian Total Net Worth $20,000 $37,500 $22,500 $30,400 $6,900 $32.349 $24,700 $29,433

Median FinancialNet Worth 1,000 1,500 400 2,900 0 2,090 1,000 730

SampleSize 1,342 1,183 1,838 231 569 2,942 2,942 766
(1,246) (1,083) (1,692) (214) (536) (2,710) (2,710)

(911)

SOURCE: April Extractof the Wave 3 1984 Pane) of SIPP;August Extractof the Wave 4 1984 Panel of SIPP.

NOTE: Ail tabulationsare based on weighteddata; samplesizes are unweighted. Samplesizes in parenthesesreferto the _gust extract{incomeand
wealth measures};other samplesizes refer to the April extract (demographicand health limitationmeasures). A person is definedas 'low-
income"ifhouseholdmoney incomeis less than 185 percentof the officialpovertythresholddefinedby the federalgovernment. "Elderly"is
definedas thosepersonsage 60 years and older;"livingalone"refersto low-incomeelderlypersonslivingalone;"livingwith spouse"includes
those Iow-inco_elderly living with a spouse only or with a spouse and others (related or unrelated). "Younger-old" refers to low-incomeelderly
persons ages 60 to 74; "older-old" refers to low-income elderly persons age 85 years and older.



equivalent for the two groups, the old-old low-income elderly have more financial assets
from which they can supplement their income.

·- Relative to the low-income elderly who live with their spouse, the low-income elderly
who live alone are more likely to report difficulties in performing ADLs and to have

, less income (relative to needs) and less wealth.

· Relative to white low-income elderly persons, black low-income elderly
persons are more likely to experience difficulty and to need help with AD[z,
to report that their health is poor, to be confined to bed, and to have less
income and wealth.

· Relative to low-income elderly males, low-income elderly females are more
likely to be living alone, to experience difficulty or to need help with Al)Il,
and to have less income.

c. The Low-Income Elderly and Nonelderly Populations Differ

Many of the USDA-FNS food assistance programs serve both the elderly and nonelderly

low-income populations. Based on household income 24 and wealth, the low-income elderly are

better-off financially on average than the low-income nonelderly. However, the low-income elderly

are more likely to be functionally impaired, in poor health, and living alone. For example, Table

3 shows that:

· Forty-six percent of the low-income elderly live alone, compared with 12
percent of the low-income nonelderly.

· Fifty-nine percent of the low-income elderly experience difficulty with one
or more AI)I.z, and 20 percent need help with one or more ADLs,
compared with 19 and 4 percent, respectively, of the low-income nonelderly.

· The median net financial worth of the low-income elderly is $900, compared
with essentially $0 for the low-income nonelderly.

2¢Our measure of household income includes total cash income plus the value of selected in-
kind benefits that can be quantified easily--food stamps, energy assistance, WIC, and subsidized
school lunches and breakfasts.
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TABLE 3

SELECTED CHARACTERISTICS OF THE LOW-INCOME ELDERLY
AND LOW-INCOME NONELDERLY, 1984

. Low-Income Low-Income
Characteristic Elderly Nonelderly

Female 67% 58_

BlackorHispanic 18 35

CompletedLessThan12Grades 68 39

Unmarried,Living Alone 46 12

Difficultywith1 orMoreADLs 59 19

NeedsHelpwithi ormoreADLs 20 4

PoororFairHealth 57 24

AverageNumberofDaysSpentinBed 9 4

MedianMonthlyHouseholdIncome $602 $898

Median Monthly HouseholdIncome/Needs 1.22 1.15

Median Total Net Worth $25,700 $5,100

MedianFinancialNetWorth 900 0

NoHealthInsurance 7% 35%

Sample Size 2,942 2,588
(2,910) (2,539)

SOURCE: April Extract of the Wave 3 1984 Panel of SIPP; August Extract of the
Wave 1984 Panel of SIPP.

NOTE: All tabulations are based on weighted data; sample sizes are unweighted.
Sample sizes in parentheses refer to the August extract (income and
wealth measures); other sample sizes refer to the April extract
(demographic and health limitation measures). A person is defined as
"low-income" if household money income is less than 185 percent of the
official poverty threshold defined by the federal government. "Elderly"
is defined as those persons age 60 years and older; "nonelderly" is
defined as those persons ages 18 to 59.
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d. Many Elderly Persons Make Poor Food Choices and Engage in Eating Behaviors
Linked to an Increased Risk of Poor Nutrition

Data from the 1977-78 NFCS show that elderly persons consume more fats, sugars, and

, cholesterol and less complex carbohydrates than are recommended (U.S. Department of

Agriculture, 1984). Fruits and vegetables are not consumed as frequently as is recommended, and

milk and dairy products are often omitted (Schlenker, 1984). In general, elderly persons consume

adequate amounts of breads and cereals, but their food choices among these groups tend to be

highly refined and low in fiber. Elderly persons, especially those who live alone, engage in eating

behavior that the literature has shown is linked with poor food choice, nutrient intake, and dietary

status--for instance, skipping meals, eating away from home, and eating alone (Davis et al., 1988).

Based on the limited data directly available on these subjects, the food choices and eating behavior

of the low-income elderly appear to be worse than those of all elderly persons (Davis et al., 1985).

e. Elderly Persons Are at Increased Risk of Nutrient Deficiencies

Nutritional surveys of elderly persons, although limited and flawed, suggest a low to

moderate prevalence of actual nutrient deficiencies and an increased "risk" of nutrient deficiencies

whereby they are consuming substantially below RDAs (Young, 1983; U.S. Congress, Office of

Technology Assessment, 1985; and U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and U.S.

Department of Agriculture, 1986). In each instance, however, the situation (relative to the overall

elderly population) is worse for the low-income elderly and for particular subgroups of the low-

income elderly: those who have the lowest income, are living alone, are members of minority

groups, are residing in rural and inner-city locations, and are older (Munro, 1982; Bowman and

Rosenberg, 1982; U.S. Department of Agriculture, 1984; Kumanyika and Chee, 1987; and

Myrianthopoulos, 1987).
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fi Limitations of the Research

Constraints on the resources available for this aspect of the research and certain limitations
-

with SIPP data precluded our defining economic status in a way that completely captures the

financial resources of the low-income elderly available to meet their needs. For instance, our

measurement of the total financial resources of the low-income elderly could be sharpened by

valuing public homing and rent subsidies, by replacing the monthly income measure with an annual

one, by accounting for taxes, and by including estimates of pension and Social Security wealth in

our measure of net worth. Nonetheless, these enhancements would not change the overall profile

presented herein that, even after major in-kind benefits and financial wealth are taken into

account, the financial resources of a substantial number of elderly persons are so low that they

have difficulty in meeting their food and nutritional needs.

Our review and synthesis of the literature on the food choices, eating behavior, and

nutritional status of elderly persons was hampered became:

· No recent national data are available on the food consumption and
nutritional status of the elderly population; 25 published studies that we
reviewed were based largely on the Ten-State Survey, NHANES I, NHANES

II, NFCS-LI, and SFC-LI data, and these data sources are currently quite
dated (over ten years old).

· The dietary studies that we reviewed to evaluate the nutritional status of
elderly persons overwhelmingly relied on data on household nutrient
availability, rather than on data on individual intake. Nutrient intake is
preferred, since measures of nutrient availability generally overstate actual
nutrients consumed.

ZSNew nationally representative data on the food consumption and nutritional status of the

elderly will be provided by the USDA's 1987-88 Nationwide Food Consumption Survey.
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2. The Effectiveness of USDA Pro,ams at Meetin_ the Food and Nutritional

Needs of the Low-Income Elderly

A widely accepted measure of the effectiveness of USDA food assistance programs is the

extent to which elderly persons eligible for the programs actually participate? In Section 2. a we

examine the extent to which each program and the combination of USDA programs serve eligible

low-income elderly and how well the programs serve particular subgroups of low-income elderly?

These estimates are based on nationally representative household surveys and program data.

Our analysis in Section 2.a on the participation rates of elderly persons in USDA programs

suggests that many of them do not participate in any of the USDA food assistance programs.

Thus, in Section 2.b we address this issue by reviewing studies on nonparticipation based on

nationally representative and less representative household surveys, and by assessing the results

of focus group discussions with 12 groups of low-income elderly. 2s Section 2.c discusses the

limitations of the research.

a. Participation in USDA Programs by Elderly Persons

This section presents estimates of the participation rates of elderly persons in USDA food

assistance programs, separately for each individual program and for the combination of USDA

26In addition, the programs must have the impacts on food expenditures and nutrient intake

that motivated their implementation. Relatively few studies have examined the measurable impact
of food assistance programs on the food expenditures and nutrient intake of the elderly. See
Ponza and Wray (forthcoming) for a review of the studies.

27Unless stated otherwise, "low-income elderly" continues to refer to persons age'60 or older
whose household money income is less than 185 percent of the federal poverty threshold.

ZSSeparate focus groups were held with CSFP-Elderly recipients, Title III congregate-meal
participants, Title III home-delivered meal participants, and USDA program nonparticipants in
three cities--Detroit, New Orleans, and Los Angeles. In all, 125 low-income elderly participated
in the discussions.
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programs. We must note at the outset that our reported estimates of participation rates of eligible

elderly likely understate the "reach" of USDA programs, since in most cases we are comparing the

number of elderly individuals who participate in USDA food assistance programs with the number

of elderly individuals who are estimated to be potentially needy. Our estimate of the potentially

needy is an overestimate of the eligible population, since many of our potentially needy pool will

be neither needy nor eligible.

The Food Stamp Program. The FSP provides low-income households with coupons to be

used to purchase food in authorized retail stores. The monthly net incomes of elderly households

eligible to receive FSP benefits must be less than or equal to the federal poverty threshold, and,

after certain exclusions, their assets cannot exceed $3,000. Using SIPP and Food Stamp Statistical

Summary of Operations data, Doyle and Beebout (1988) show that 1,67%000 of the 4,795,000

elderly persons estimated to be eligible to participate in the FSP during August 1984 actually

participated in the FSP. Thus, the FSP is reaching at least 35 percent of eligible elderly

individuals.

In the focus group discussions (see Section 2.b), one reason cited by many elderly persons

for choosing not to participate is the small benefit to which they are entitled. Indeed, of eligible

elderly persons not participating in the FSP in August 1984, we estimate that one-half are entitled

only to the $10 minimum food stamp monthly benefit. However, 39 percent are entitled to $30

or more in food stamp benefits, and 27 percent are estimated to be eligible for $50 or more?

Comparing the socioeconomic characteristics of elderly FSP participants with those of the

population of officially poor elderly persons, we found that the program .disproportionately serves

29These figures are the authors' calculations based on August 1984 SIPP data. See Doyle
and Beebout (1988) for a description of the FSP eligibility analysis file.
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elderly persons who live alone, who are black or Hispanic, who have less than a high school

education, and who have low incomes and few assets (see Table 4). For example, 69 percent of
.°

elderly FSP participants live alone, compared with 54 percent of all poor elderly persons. Thirty-

five percent of elderly FSP recipients are black or Hispanic, compared with 25 percent of poor

elderly persons. The gross and net monthly incomes of over 87 percent of all elderly FSP

recipient households were less than the federal poverty threshold; and the assets of over 95

percent of elderly FSP households were valued at $1,000 or less.

The Title m Congregate Meals Program. The Title III Congregate Meals Program provides

prepared meals (served in group settings) to persons 60 years of age or older. No income or

other eligibility requirements, other than age, govern participation in the program. According to

August 1984 SIPP data, 11.6 million elderly persons age 60 or older had household income of less

than 185 percent of the federal poverty threshold and did not have mobility restrictions.

Approximately 2.4 million elderly persons participated in the Congregate Meals Program in 1984

(Posner and Krachenfels, 1987). Thus, at least 22 percent of low-income elderly persons without

mobility restrictions (2.4 of 11.6 million) participated in the Congregate Meals Program.

Participation in congregate meals by eligible unimpaired elderly persons whose household incomes

are below the poverty line exceeds that of all Iow-income elderly persons. We estimate that 34

percent of unimpaired poor elderly persons participated in the Congregate Meals Program in

1984.30

Comparing the socioeconomic characteristics of elderly congregate meal participants and

low-income elderly persons overall, we found that the program is disproportionately serving those

3°In 1984, 4.3 million elderly persons had income below the poverty line. Of these, .6 million
needed help getting out of their house, leaving 3.7 million poor elderly persons without mobility
restrictions who could potentially participate in the Congregate Meals Program. In 1984, 1.25

million poor elderly persons received congregate meals.
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TABLE4
SELECTEDCHARACTERISTICSOF ELDERLYUSDAFOODASSISTANCEPROGRAMPARTICIPANTS

ANDTHELOW-INCOHEELDERLY

Low-IncomeElderly
Elderly USDAFood Assistance ProgramParticipants Income Income

Congregate Home-Oelivered Less Than Less Than
Characteristic FSP Heals Heals CSFP TEFAP 185%Povert_ ]06 Poverty

Female 64_ 73% 7]% 80_ -- 67_ 72%

Hinorities 35 lg 15 .... 18 25

75 Yearsor Older 36 41 67 35 ~- 38 36

CompletedLessthan12Grades 87 .... 80* ~- 68 76

LivingAlone 6g 55 61 60 55 46 54

IncomebelowPovertyLine 87 52 65 75 5g 31 100

Employed g .... 1' 6 11 g

ReceivedSSI 53 .... 2g 17 27 45
_J

o ReceivedMedicaid 71 18 30 42 -- 14 28

ReceivedFoodStamps 100 13 19 29* 20 ....

Poor/FairHealth _ 25 5g .... 57 64

HealthWorseThanLastYear -- 16 38 ........

HospitalizedLastYear 24 23 44 .... 22 23

GetsOutEveryDay -- 81 24 ........

Rarely/NeverAttends
ReligiousServices -- 24 63 ........

NeverInvitesOthersto Home -- 23 66 ......

_le to HaintainHomeby Self 81 8g 41 ........

SOURCES:Long(1988);KirschnerAssociatesCorp.andOpinionResearch,Corp.(1983);Archdioceseof NewOrleans(1984);Focus:HOPE(1984);
QualityPlanningCorporationandAbel,Daft,andEarley(lg87);andauthors'tabulationsofAprilandAugust1984SIPPdata.

w

Indicatesthattheentryisnotbasedon nationallyrepresentativehouseholdsurveydataor programdata.



whose income is the lowest (see Table 4). Ydty-two percent of Congregate Meals Program

participants have money income below the poverty line, compared with 31 percent of low-income

elderly persons. The program is reaching subgroups of elderly, such as the older-old and

minorities, generally in proportion to their representation in the low-income elderly population

as a whole. Forty-one percent of Congregate Meals Program participants are older than age 75,

compared with 38 percent of all low-income elderly persons. Nineteen percent of Congregate

Meals Program participants are black or Hispanic, compared with 18 percent of all low-income

elderly persons.

However, low-income elderly persons who are mobility-impaired, socially isolated, and non-

English-speaking have been shown to be disproportionately underrepresented among Congregate

Meals Program participants (Kirschner Associates, Inc., and Opinion Research Corp., 1983; and

Balsam and Rogers, 1988). For example, only 11 percent of the participants are mobility-impaired

(that is, cannot go outdoors without some diffficulty/without help), whereas 19 percent of all low-

income elderly persons experience difficulty in getting outside. Moreover, several subgroups of

low-income elderly persons, such as the homeless, those residing in single-room occupancy

dwellings, those who have suffered abuse and neglect, and those who are alcoholics and substance

abusers, are unserved or underserved by the Congregate Meals Program (Balsam and Rogers,

1988).

Some evidence also suggests that many elderly participants could benefit by having more

meals available. Nationwide, only 19 percent of Congregate Meals Program sites offer either

breakfast or supper options itl addition to lunch. Only 17 percent of the sites offer weekend

congregate meals. Only 13 percent of the sites provide nutrient supplements to elderly persons

who could benefit from them (Balsam and Rogers, 1988).
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The Title HI Home-delivered Meals Pro,am. The Title ltl Home-delivered Meals Program

provides meals to persons age 60 and older who are homebound due to disability, illness, or

isolation. As with congregate meals, no income requirement exists for participation. Precise
i

estimates of the number of low-income elderly persons who are homebound are extremely difficult

to obtain. Based on 1984 SIPP data, about 1.6 million low-income elderly persons report that

they need help getting outside. Approximately .5 million low-income elderly persons participated

in the Home-delivered Meals Program in 1984 (Posner and Krachenfels, 1987). Thus, at a

minimum, 31 percent of functionally impaired low-income elderly persons who are potentially

eligible to participate in the Home-delivered Meals Program actually participate. Participation in

the program by eligible functionally impaired poor elderly persons is greater than the participation

of all low-income impaired elderly persons. We estimate that 54 percent of impaired elderly

persons whose household income was below the poverty line received home-delivered meals in

1984 (that is, .325 of .6 million poor elderly persons).

Comparing the characteristics of Home-delivered Meals Program participants and the low-

income elderly overall, we found that the program disproportionately serves the lowest-income

elderly, the older-old, and the mobility-impaired. Sixty-five percent of Home-delivered Meals

Program participants have household income below the poverty line, whereas less than one-third

of elderly persons who need assistance in getting outside have household income below the poverty

line. Sixty-seven percent of the participants are older than age 75, compared with 38 percent of

low-income elderly persons. Seventy-two percent of the participants are mobility-impaired, whereas

19 percent of all .low-income elderly have difficulty in getting outside.

However, low-income elderly minorities and low-income elderly who are socially isolated

appear to be underrepresented among Home-delivered Meals Program participants (Kirschner
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Associates, Inc. and Opinion Research Corporation, 1983; and Balsam and Rogers, 1988). For

example, 15 percent of the participants are members of minority groups, compared with between

18 and 25 percent of all low-income elderly persons, depending on the definition of low income
i

used.

As is true of congregate meals, many participating elderly could benefit from the availability

of meals on weekends and from more than one meal per day. Nationwide, for example, only half

of the meal programs offer home-delivered meals on weekends and thus do not serve many elderly

persons who need weekend meals. Only 22 percent of the sites provide more than one home-

delivered meal per day (Balsam and Rogers, 1988).

The Temporary Emergency Food Assistance Program. TEFAP provides surplus commodities

to low-income households that must meet a means test to participate in the program. The upper

limit on income ranges from 125 to 185 percent of the poverty line, but most states use either 130

or 150 percent. According to August 1984 SIPP data, 9.8 million elderly persons live in

households whose income is less than 150 percent of the federal poverty level. 3_ Approximately

3.3 million elderly persons received TEFAP commodities in 1986 (Quality Planning Corporation

et al., 1987). Thus, TEFAP is reaching at least one-third of all low-income elderly persons who

are eligible for food assistance. The participation rate of poor elderly persons in TEFAP is

considerably higher: 45 percent ot_ elderly persons whose income was below the federal poverty

threshold participated in TEFAP? An examination of the household income of elderly TEFAP

nWhile income limits currently range between 125 and 185 percent of the poverty line, we
use 150 percent to define the potential pool of elderly persons, since the majority of states use
either 130 or 150 percent of poverty as the income limit.

32Of the 4.3 million elderly persons whose money income was less than 10t3 percent of the
federal poverty line, 1.95 million received TEFAP commodities in 1986.
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participants shows that 59 percent had income below poverty, and 84 percent had income below

130 percent of the poverty threshold.

The Commodity Supplemental Food Program. The CSFP distributes food commodity

supplements monthly to low-income households at nutritional risk, primarily women, infants, and

young children, but also elderly persons. The household income of elderly persons must be at

or below 130 percent of the poverty line. The elderly component of CSFP, however, does not

serve much of the potentially eligible low-income elderly population. The program operates only

in 12 states, serving just 83,103 low-income elderly persons in 1988. Seventy-five percent of

elderly CSFP recipients have money income below the federal poverty line.

The Combination of USDA Programs. The federal income maintenance system includes a

wide variety of transfer programs (social insurance and need-tested) that constitute a type of

safety net for the low-income population. The system is designed to provide multiple programs

to serve the needs of specific types of individuals and to supplement each other. Thus, the more

policy-relevant measure of how well USDA programs meet the food and nutritional needs of low-

income elderly persons is the proportion of eligible low-income elderly who are served by the

combination of available programs.

Aa shown in Table 5, the FSP served 1.7 million elderly persons in August 1984; 2.9 million

elderly persons participated in Title HI meals in August 1984; 3.3 million elderly persons

participated in TEFAP in October 1986; and 83,000 elderly persons participated in CSFP-Elderly

in 1988. If no multiple program participation occurred and these participation numbers could be

summed, nearly 8 million elderly persons would have participated in the major USDA food

assistance programs. The eight million would produce a coverage rate of at least 60 percent (7.98

million participants divided by 13.2 million low-income elderly persons).
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TABLE5

POTENTIAL_DACTUALNUHaERSOFLOW-INCOHEELDERLYSERVEDBYUSOAFOOOASSISTANCEPROGRAMS

i

Potential Caseload Actual Caseload
Honey Income MoneyIncome Food Stamp Congregate Home-Delivered

Less Than Less Than Program Heals Heals TEFAP CSFP
]O0_Federal FSP 185%Federal Poor All Poor All Poor All Poor Ai1 Poor All

Subgroup Poverty Linem Eligible Poverty Ltnea Elderly Eldqrly Elderly Elderly Elderly Elderly Elderly Elderly Elderly Elderly

All Elderly 4.266.885 4.795.000 13,Z38,090 1.460,730c t,679,000b 1,248,0009 2,400,000f 325,000h 500,000f l,g47,000J 3,300,00_ 67,328n 83,103m

Black or Hispantc 1,091,298 -- 2,400,094 555,077d 604,440° 237,100J 456,00_ 48,750J 75,ood ........

NeedsHelp Getting Outside 597,364 -- 1,588,574 ....................

NOTE:Elderly persons 60 years old and over. Poor elderly are persons 60 years old or older with household incomeless than the federal poverty threshold.

aPotentlal caseload numbersare from the authors' tabulations of SIPP ]984 April extract, and Doyle and Beebout (1988).

bDoyle and 8eebout (1988).

CFSPProgramData: 87_ of elderly FSPparticipants have Incomebelow the federal poverty 1Ina.

_-_ d1984 S]PP Data: 38_ of elderly FSPparticipants with Incomebelow 100%of poverty are black/Hispanic.L,J

Ln e1984SIPP Data: 36_ of elderly FSPparticipants with incomebelow 185_of poverty are black/Hispanic.

f1984National Data Baseon Aging. Posner and Krachenfels (1987).

g52%of elderly congregate-meal recipients are poor (Klrschner Associates, Inc. and Oplnlon ResearchCorp., 1983).

h65_ of elderly home-delivered meal recipients are poor (Klrschner Associates, Inc. and Oplnion ResearchCorp.. 1983).

I]_ of elderly congregate-meal recipients are from minortty groups (Klrschner Associates, Inc. and Opinion ResearchCorp., 1983).

I1_ of elderly home-delivered meal recipients are from minority groups (Klrschner Associates, Inc. and Opinion ResearchCorp., 1983).

kQuallty Planning Corp. and Abel, Daft, and Earley (]987).

159_of elderly TEFAPrecipient households had incomeless than the poverty ltne (Quality Planning Corp. and Abel, Daft, and Earley, 1987).

mCSFPprogramdata.

nCSFPprogramdata: 75_ of CSFPrecipientshaveincomeof lessthan$5,O00/year.



However, many low-income elderly persons participate in more than one USDA food

assistance program, although the exact number is uncertain, since the data on multiple program

participation are limited. If, for example, as many as one-quarter of the 8 million low-income
i

elderly USDA program participants received benefits from more than one program (our best

estimate based on available data), then the lower-bound estimate of the proportion of low-income

elderly persons served by the combined USDA food assistance programs would fall from 60 to

45 percent.

b. The Reasons for the Nonparticipation of Elderly Persons in USDA Programs

Since many seemingly eligible low-income elderly persons do not participate in USDA food

assistance programs, an important question is, why not? Although due to data limitations we

were unable to tabulate the percentage distribution of the reasons that elderly persons do not

participate, our examination of the nonparticipation issue indicated that elderly persons are not

participating in available USDA programs for the following reasons:

· Ineligibility. Many elderly persons do not meet eligibility requirements--that

is, they have too much income or net worth to qualify for the FSP, TEFAP,
or CSFP, or they are not sufficiently disabled to receive home-delivered
meals.

· Informational problems. Many elderly persons are either totally unaware of
specific or all USDA food assistance programs, or they are generally aware
but lack sufficient specific information about the availability, eligibility
requirements, and enrollment procedures of the programs.

· Self-perceptions that they do not need the services provided by these
programs, or that others need the benefits more than they, or preferences

to rely on their family as opposed to public agencies.

· Program features, including the ease of enrollment, the accessibility of the
benefit, how the type of benefit fits their needs, and the qualitative aspects
of the benefit.
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In terms of program features, focus group discussions with low-income elderly persons

indicated that, while they would like the food-purchasing flexibility provided by coupons, they

perceived that the FSP application and issuance processes for food stamps were a significant

barrier to participation. Many of the elderly persons who do not participate in the FSP reported

that they were aware of their eligibility, but had compared the benefit that they would receive

(often the $10 minimum) with the cost of traveling to the certification and issuance offices and

decided that the benefit was not worth the cost.

Congregate meals would appeal to those who enjoyed the social aspect of the meal in

addition to receiving a balanced, nutritious meal. However, the location of some sites was

considered to be inconvenient or unsafe and thus a barrier to participation. Better services (that

is, better-tasting meals) or a greater amount and a wider range of recreational and social activities

would attract participation. The elderly generally preferred the relatively simple enrollment

procedures of the food distribution programs. However, standing in long lines for food packages

and having to carry large and heavy food packages home were cited as barriers to participation.

c. Limitations of the Research

Although the results of our research are revealing, they are subject to several limitations

that must be addressed in the future in order to assess more definitively how well existing USDA

food assistance programs meet the food and nutritional needs of elderly persons and to determine

the reasons for their nonparticipation:

· No nationally representative data set contains information on participation
in each USDA food assistance program available to elderly persons; thus,
we could not accurately account for substitution among programs and

multiple program participation when we assessed, respectively, how well each
USDA program reaches its target population and how well programs
together serve the Iow-income elderly who need food and nutrition
assistance.
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· Existing data sets generally ask respondents only about whether or not they
are in fact participating in USDA programs, and not about the frequency

- or intensity of their participation. A more comprehensive measure of how
well programs meet the needs of the eligible low-income elderly target

, populations would take these two dimensions of participation into account. 33

· Focus groups, while a useful research tool, do not necessarily yield
representative data.

· Although the number of focus groups was constrained by the scope of the

project, a shortcoming of this aspect of the research was the lack of separate
focus group discussions with FSP participants in each city. In particular,
since we did not hold separate focus group discussions with food stamp
recipients, information on the reasons for nonparticipation may represent an
unbalanced view of the FSP.

C. IMPLICATIONS OF THE RESEARCH

Our tabulations of SIPP data have shown that, compared with the high-income elderly,

low-income elderly persons exhibit higher rates of functional impairment and chronic illness, and

are more likely to be living alone, to be older, and to be less educated. Each of these factors is

associated with an increased "risk" of poor nutrition. Unlike the high-income elderly, the

low-income elderly have few financial assets with which they can supplement their incomes.

Although a substantial proportion of low-income elderly persons (63 percent) own their homes,

their average accumulated equity is about $26,000, or an amount equal to what is currently

estimated as the cost of one, or possibly two years, of nursing-home care. Valuing the major in-

kind benefits received by elderly persons--energy assistance, food stamps, Medicare, and

Medicaid--increases the economic resources available to the low-income elderly, but large numbers

of elderly persons would still not have adequate financial resources to obtain a sound diet.

33For example, a better indicator of the effectiveness of home-delivered meals would be to
compare the number of meals actually received during the year with the potential number of
meals needed (say, 365 meals times the number in the target population).
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Our analysis of SIPP data also showed that the low-income elderly are socioeconomically

heterogeneous. While as a group they have a high prevalence of functional impairment and

chronic disease, as well as few assets, low-income elderly persons comprise several diverse groups
t

who exhibit different financial situations, health circumstances, and functional limitations, and

hence, food assistance needs. Our research confirms that USDA-FNS is responding to the diverse

needs of different groups of the low-income elderly by offering an equally diverse set of programs

for providing assistance--for example, coupons that can be redeemed for food items, food packages

of largely staple commodities, and prepared meals either served in communal settings or home-

delivered.

Many of the food assistance program_ offered by USDA-FNS serve both the low-income

elderly and nonelderly populations. Our research shows that, while the Iow-income elderly and

nonelderly populations share some common characteristics, the low-income elderly are significantly

worse-off in terms of their health and functional ability, and they are more likely than the low-

income nonelderly to live alone. Thus, food and nutrition programs that serve both populations

must take into consideration the special circumstances of the elderly, such as restricted mobility,

mental disabilities (for example, forgetfulness and confusion), mental stress, and isolation.

USDA food assistance programs that are available to both groups do generally offer features

that take into consideration the special circumstances of the elderly. For example, some TEFAP

and CSFP-Elderly commodity distribution sites deliver pre-packaged commodities to the

homebound elderly or set special distribution hours for elderly persons. In the FSP, applications

may be accepted by telephone or via in-home interviews, elderly persons may designate authorized

representatives to pick up their food stamp benefits for them, and in some localities food stamp

coupons are issued by mail.
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Yet, despite these provisions to improve the access of elderly persons to the FSP, our focus

group discussions with the low-income elderly indicated that many of them find it difficult to deal

with the FSP application and issuance procedures. Thus, one option that may increase
J

participation in the FSP by elderly persons may be to have a separate case manager available to

them to ensure that they follow through with the application process and hence receive benefits.

The benefits of this approach would have to be weighed against the cost of providing this extra

service, however.

The available literature on the food choices and eating behaviors of elderly persons also

suggests that programs that provide food assistance to the elderly may need to stress nutritional

education. Due to the deeply established food beliefs and dietary habits of elderly persons, food

assistance programs that supplement their food purchasing resources or provide commodities or

food directly to them may not in themselves be sufficient to improve the nutrition of many elderly

persons unless complementary nutritional education and training are also provided, covering such

topics as the types of foods that are appropriate, the size and composition of meals that are

adequate, the number of meals that should be eaten, and when meals should be eaten.

Our analyses show that each of the major federal USDA food assistance programs are well-

targeted in the sense that a disproportionate share of benefits generally go to elderly persons

whose incomes and assets are low. While the programs are generally well-targeted, no program

appears to be serving more than half of its respective eligible population. But probably the more

policy-relevant measure of how well USDA programs meet the food and nutritional needs of the

Iow-income elderly is the proportion of low-income elderly persons who are served by the

combination of available food assistance programs. While the data have serious limitations, we

estimate that, when combined, the programs also probably serve no more than half of the low-
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poverty line and whose countable assets are less than $3,000, with benefits determined by income

and family size. Strict application procedures and verification requirements are in place to ensure
°

that FSP benefits reach eligible individuals only. On the other hand, many FSP-eligible low-

income elderly who receive income only from Social Security and SSI are eligible for low amounts

of FSP benefits (usually the minimum $10 benefit) and choose not to participate because they feel

that the transaction costs of applying for and receiving benefits are not worth incurring.

In short, given the available evidence, the best that we can say is that, since many elderly

persons will be neither needy nor eligible, the "reach" of the FSP is in fact higher than the 35

percent participation rate estimated by Doyle and Beebout (1988). For analogous reasons, the

estimates of coverage provided by each of the other USDA food assistance programs and the

combination of programs should be considered low estimates.

Finally, we estimated that 39 percent of eligible elderly persons who are not participating

in the FSP were entitled to $30 or more of food stamp benefits and 27 percent were eligible for

$50 or more in August 1984. More aggressive outreach represents one strategy that could be

followed in order to reach the unserved elderly who have more than a minimum need. But many

FSP-eligible unserved elderly persons are isolated, residing in suburban or rural areas, and are

thus difficult to reach. Thus, the cost of reaching them could be high. Moreover, based on the

evidence cited above, some nontrivial proportion of those who could be reached will be eligible

only for the minimum FSP benefit and may choose not to participate.

Recommendations for Further Research

Based on our assessment of the available information and the current gaps in our knowledge,

we recommend that the following research questions be given high priority in subsequent research

on the needs of elderly persons and their participation in USDA food assistance programs, to

142



enable USDA-FNS to assess more definitively how well USDA food assistance programs meet the

food and nutritional needs of the elderly population:

, · Food Choice and Eating Behavior. What are the food choices of the low-

income elderly? What is the intake of selected nutrients (relative to RDAs)
by the low-income elderly? What is the eating behavior of the low-income
elderly?

· Multiple Program Participation. What is the extent of multiple program
participation in USDA food assistance programs? Which programs are most
often involved? Is multiple program participation consistent with an
appropriate or excessive distribution of benefits for those involved? To

what extent are needy low-income elderly reached by the combination of
available USDA food assistance programs?

· Participation Trends. What are the participation trends for each USDA
food assistance program--increases and reductions in the number and
percentage of low-income elderly and low-income elderly subgroups in each
program, and shifts in participation from one program to another?

° Participation Dynamics. For each USDA food assistance program, what are
the patterns of program participation by the low-income elderly--the duration

of participation spells, the frequency of benefit receipt, and the extent of
recidivism? What demographic characteristics and circumstances are
associated with entry into or exit from USDA programs?

· Impact on Dietary Intake. What is the impact of each USDA food

assistance program on the nutrient intake of elderly participants, controlling
for selection bias and participation in other USDA food assistance programs?
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VII. THE FOOD DISTRIBUTION PROGRAM ON
INDIAN RESERVATIONS

Charles Usher

A. INTRODUCTION

The Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR) was established by the

Food Stamp Act of 1977 to provide commodity foods to eligible low-income households who live

on or near Indian reservations. In fmc.al year 1989, the FDPIR served 138,000 persons per month

and had a budget of about $58 million. The remote location of many reservations makes it

difficult for a large number of American Indians to reach food stamp offices or, if certified to

receive food stamps, difficult to transact them, due to the paucity of food stores and their distance

to them. Therefore, under the oversight of the Food and Nutrition Service (FNS), Indian Tribal

Organizations (ITOs) and State agencies offer nutrition assistance in the form of commodities to

persons who may not be served effectively by the Food Stamp Program (FSP).

FNS requires descriptive information on FI)Pm households and program operations to help

meet its administrative responsibilities for the program. In addition, data are required in response

to a congressional mandate, expressed in the Commodity Distribution Reform Act and WIC

Amendments of 1987 (Pi. 100-1), for information on the acceptability and usefulness of

commodities to program participants. FNS cooperated with the U.S. General Accounting Office,

which conducted an inquiry of four FT)PIR programs in various regions of the country. Thus, FNS

has called for an evaluation study to meet a diverse set of information needs.

The specific objectives of the evaluation are to:

· Describe the demographic and socioeconomic characteristics of FDPIR
households
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· Describe the State agency or Indian Tribal Organization (ITO) administration
of FDPIR in terms of written policy, reported practice, and estimated costs

· - Describe program practices whose purpose is to maximize the efficiency and
integrity of the program

· Identify the dietary needs and preferences of low-income American Indians
and examine the manner in which the FDPLR addresses them

· Provide a preliminary comparison of the availability and acceptability of the
FI)PER commodities versus food stamps for American Indians

The Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations was developed in response to the

special conditions that exist in these areas. However, in most FI)PER service areas it is possible

(if not convenient) for American Indians to choose to apply for food stamps rather than

commodities. In addition to obtaining information on the rate at which participants switch from

one program to the other, we will learn more about the factors that affect their preferences for

one program or the other. Thus, FNS will use the information provided by the evaluation to

improve the efficiency of FDPIR program operations, and to enhance the ability of the FDPIR

and the FSP jointly to help meet the nutritional needs of low-income American Indians.

The objective of this paper is twofold. The first is to describe the research approach that

we will follow in conducting the FDPER evaluation. The second is to present a preliminary

conceptual model of FDPER program operations and their impact on participants.

B. DATA AND RESEARCH METHODS

The evaluation will be based on data that describe FDPIR operational and caseload

characteristics at the level of individual programs, and on data that describe the characteristics of

American Indian households that participate in the FDPER or the FSP. To meet the objectives

of the evaluation, the research team is collecting household-level data from four sources:
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1. A national probability sample of approximately 825 FDPIR case records
drawn from approximately 30 programs

2.- Interviews with the participants whose case records are selected in the
sample

3. A sample of approximately 100 American Indian households that have
chosen to participate in the FSP rather than the FDPIR

4. A probability sample of American Indian households whose food stamp case
was reviewed in summer 1986 under the Integrated Quality Control System
operated by State agencies and FNS

We are developing information on the structure and operation of FDPIR programs from

a variety of sources:

· Four preliminary site visits and 2 pretest site visits that have already been
conducted, and 15 site visits that will be conducted during the data collection

phase

· A series of telephone contacts and exchanges of information with 15
additional FDPIR programs

· A systematic review of fiscal year 1989 plans of operation for all 105 FDPIR
programs, and intensive reviews of fiscal year 1990 plans for the 30 programs
involved in the evaluation

· The collection and review of management evaluation (ME) reviews by FNS
Regional and Field Office staff for each of the 30 programs in the evaluation
sample

· A compilation of data from statistical reports routinely submitted to FNS
by local FDPIR programs

This approach exploits extant data, but, recognizing their limitations, uses primary data to

refine them and to provide supplementary information. This strategy also imposes a lower burden

on local officials, whose cooperation is essential to the success of the evaluation.
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We will seek additional insights into the characteristics and perceptions of FDPIR and

American Indian food stamp households through focus groups. Two groups of FDPIR household

representatives were assembled during the preliminary site visits, and another session is planned

for such households. We also plan to convene three focus groups of American Indians who

participate in the FSP. Our review of the literature on nutritional problems among American

Indians helped us identify the key issues addressed in both the focus groups and the household

surveys.

C. A PRELIMINARY MODEL OF FI)Pm PROGRAM OPERATIONS AND THEIR
IMPACT

1. Overview

On the basis of our review of plans of operation and visits to six FDPIR programs, we can

offer a preliminary model of FDPIR program operations and their impact. Figure 1 summarizes

the major components of this model. Using it as a frame of reference, we can describe the

context within which individual FDPIR programs are administered and within which the FDPIR

affects the nutritional well-being of its target population.

The broad parameters of FDPIR program operations are set by federal policy, which affects

and is ultimately affected by the need and demand for nutritional assistance on reservations. The

need and demand for such assistance, and other characteristics of reservations and the persons who

live on them, first affect whether a program exists in a given area. Then, where programs do exist,

their setting has a strong influence on their structure and administrative characteristics.

The setting of a program, its administrative structure, and federal policy affect how it is

operated. Our model delineates three functional areas within program operations--recipient

relations, commodity distribution, and program monitoring--each of which encompasses several
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Figure 1

Preliminary Model of FDPIR Program Operations and Impact
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discrete activities. Recipient relations involve outreach, the certification (and recertification) of

participants' eligibility, the assessment of food preferences, and nutrition education. Commodity

processing includes ordering, warehousing, and distributing commodities. Program monitoring

involves the oversight of local activity by federal and state officials, special efforts to control fraud

and error (for example, investigating dual participation in the FDPIR and the FSP, pursuing claims

against households, etc.), and routine inventory controls. Collectively, these three sets of activities

comprise local program operations in the FDPIR.

The most important product of FDPIR activities is service in the form of commodities

distributed to American Indian households that are deemed to be eligible. Some measurable

number of households also gain a direct beneft from nutrition education, but other actMties

generate only indirect benefits for an indeterminate number of persons. Measurable program

outputs provide a basis for constructing indices of efficiency.

The immediate impact of the FDPIR is apparent in the rate of participation by eligible

households, and their satisfaction with the commodities they receive. It is not within the scope

of this evaluation to assess the impact of the FDPIR in terms of ameliorating the significant

nutrition-related health problems that exist among American Indians. Such an assessment would

be complicated by the fact that the FDPIR is a supplementary food program, and not the sole

source of food for participants. Moreover, the impact of the FDPIR is mitigated by powerful

social and economic forces that impinge on American Indians. Nevertheless, over the long term,

we would expect the impact of the program to have a feedback effect on the future needs and

demands for nutritional assistance on Indian reservations.
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In the following sections, we discuss each of the major components of the model presented

in Figure 1. We begin by describing the socioeconomic and political context within which the

FDPIR is administered.

2. Socioeconomic and Political Context

The broad parameters of FDPIR policy were established in the Food Stamp Act of 1977

and other legislation, such as the Commodity Distribution Reform Act (P.L. 100-237). FNS

translated this legislation into the administrative regulations under which it exercises its oversight

responsibility. Federal lec_islation and rep.relations set a tone that can affect the operation of local

programs. The focus groups and our discussions with FNS Regional officials indicated that some

American Indians and some federal administrative staff view the FSP and FDPIR as having very

different styles of operation, with the FSP using a more rigorous certification process. To the

extent that it actually exists, this difference in style may have a bearing on participation rates.

The need and demand for nutritional assistance on Indian reservations stem from a variety

of factors. These same factors also affect how such assistance is provided. One set of factors is

sociodemographic. For example, although variation in economic conditions makes the relationship

imperfect, the size of the American Indian population on a reservation and in nearby areas has

the greatest bearing on the basic size of a program. Tribal diversity and intertribal compatibility

within a given area might also affect the level of cooperation among tribes and their willingness

to follow an administrative model in which several tribes band together to operate a program.

Population trends arise from a variety of factors. For example, the increased availability of public

housing on one reservation has prompted a noticeable degree of reverse migration of American

Indians from the San Francisco area.
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Chronically high levels of unemployment on Indian reservations is one reason for the

existence of the FDPIR. Thus, it is essential that the model include a set of economic factors.

Local economic conditions, and the nature and extent of joblessness, can affect the need and
4

demand for nutrition assistance. For example, seasonal employment and irregular employment

(such as fighting fires in Yellowstone Park) affect the level and time pattern of earnings for

American Indian households, and thus their need for assistance. Over the longer term, the

economic development initiatives undertaken by ITO leaders also affect employment prospects.

Geo_at>hv also has an effect on the need and demand for nutritional assistance, as well as

how such assistance is provided. The area of a reservation and the dispersion of the population

across it affect how services are delivered (for example, the distribution of commodities from the

tailgate of a large truck rather than at a central warehouse). Many tribes are based in Oklahoma,

for example, and many American Indians live in that state, but they tend to be widely dispersed

because reservations do not exist. Moreover, where reservations do exist, their proximity to urban

areas and services may affect the demand for FDPIR commodities, in that the availability of

grocery stores and a wide variety of foods may create a greater demand for food stamps than for

commodities. Climate and terrain can affect the ability of households to produce their own food

by gardening or raising livestock.

Among the other factors that create the need for nutrition assistance are special health

problems. Our review of the literature indicated that certain nutrition-related health problems,

such as diabetes, hypertension, and obesity, are pervasive among American Indians. To the extent

that such problems are recognized and addressed on a reservation (for example, through the

Indian Health Service, WIC, the Extension Service, or other agencies), FDPIR officials may be

addressing this need through nutrition education efforts.
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3. Program Structure and Administration

Our review of plans of operation and our site visits have indicated that the administrative

structure, staffing, funding, and capital assets of FDPIR programs vary widely. These important
t

dimensions of program structure and administration are influenced by the setting of a program,

and they create an organizational context within which it operates. Thus, it would be useful to

be able to develop a typology of programs to help summarize and describe the organizational

context of FDPIR program operations.

One of the most important findings from our site visits pertains to the structure of FT)PIR

proerams in terms of the roles of states and ITOs. FiNS classifies five FDPIR programs as

state-administered--Montana, Nevada, North Carolina, North Dakota, and South Dakota. During

our preliminary site visits, however, it became apparent that these states are not directly involved

in certifying households to receive FI)PIR commodities, or in distributing commodities to

households. Instead, they play an oversight role similar to FNS Regional or Field Offices, and

provide central warehousing for foods received from FNS and transferred to local reservation

warehouses.

On the basis of our site visits, our review of plans of operation, and our discussions with

FNS staff in each Regional Office, there appear to be three basic models of state-administered

programs:

Model 1

In Montana, North Dakota, and South Dakota, a division of state govern-
ment exercises general oversight for the program, provides central warehous-
ing for commodities ordered from USDA, distributes food to reservation
warehouses, and works with five to seven tribal governing bodies whose staff
certify the eligibility of individual households and distribute food to certified
households.
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Model 2

In North Carolina, the State agency works with a single reservation on which
a FDPIR warehouse is located, and the staff of the tribal governing body
perform certification and distribution.

i

Model 3

In Nevada, the state administers the program directly. Households on ten

reservations participate in the program, but tribal governing bodies are not
involved in the administration of FDPIR (except in relatively minor roles,
such as providing volunteers or temporary paid workers to help with tailgate
distribution). As in South Dakota, other ITOs administer FDPIR programs
in Nevada that are independent of the state.

With the exception of Nevada, the state FDPIR agency in these five states plays only an

oversight and advisory role that is similar to the role of FNS Field Offices where the program is

operated by an ITO. The only difference is that Montana, North Dakota, and South Dakota

provide central warehousing from which commodities are sent to reservation warehouses for

distribution to FDPIR households. In all cases except Nevada, individual tribal governing bodies

in state-administered programs have responsibilities that are very similar to those of ITOs that

operate the program independently (that is, certifying households, ordering and distributing

commodities, and managing warehouses). Again, the key distinction is that a State agency, not

FNS, provides direct oversight.

Given the relative independence of the programs administered by tribal governing bodies

under state supervision, it is appropriate that, for the purposes of this study, such programs be

treated as the equivalents of ITOs that operate independently of a State agency. Thus, 105

programs are operating in the United States, and they tend to fit into one of the following

categories:

· 86 programs administered independently of a State agency by one or more
ITOs
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· One program administered directly by a state (Nevada)

· - One program administered by a single tribe under contract with a state
(North Carolina)

6

· 17 programs administered by rros under contract with a state (Montana,
North Dakota, or South Dakota)

Among the 86 programs administered independently by rTOs, further variation exists in terms

of the number of ITOs involved, and the role of each ITO when a consortium is involved. In

several programs, several ITOs are cooperating in the administration of a program. The

evaluation team visited one, and several are included among the 30 sample programs. A closer

examination of each program in the sample is likely to reveal even more interesting details about

the structure of such programs.

As shown in Table 1, the two dimensions of state government involvement and the nature

of ITO involvement help define the broad parameters of a typology of FDPIR programs. At this

TABLE 1

A PRELIMINARY TYPOLOGY OF FDPIR PROGRAM STRUCTURE

State Government Involvement

Natureof Direct General

ITC) Involvement None Administration Oversi_lht

None A B C

SingleITO D E F

MoreThanOne G H I
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point, we believe that some types of programs defined by this paradigm probably do not exist (for

example, E and H), and others cannot exist (that is, A and C). Given that Nevada may be the

only state that fits type B, the most interesting refinements of the typology to be undertaken are,

first, to compare single- with multiple-ITO programs, and, second, to compare programs that

involve state government oversight with those in which states are not involved. We are obtaining

the information necessary to make these refinements through site visits and other contacts with the

staff of the 30 programs in the evaluation sample. Our site visits also revealed the wide variation

in staffing patterns. For example, volunteers and other unpaid workers seem to play an important

role in many programs. Work-release prisoners and persons sentenced to perform community

service in lieu of a jail sentence help in the program on the Blackfeet reservation, and their labor

is counted as an in-kind contribution to the local matching funds requirement. In addition, some

staff in some programs are involved in programs other than the FDPIR (for example, TEFAP and

other commodity programs), and the cost of their time is allocated accordingly. Thus, an accurate

understanding of the structure of a program and the resources required to operate it requires a

careful depiction of staffing.

One of the factors that affects the structure and operation of local FDPIR programs is

funding. The ability of an ITO or group of ITOs to meet the requirement for local matching

funds is affected by the ability of each tribe to pay (approximately one-third of all FDPIR

programs are unable to meet the 25 percent matching requirement). In turn, the availability of

funds that exceeded minimal matching requirements can provide human and physical resources for

some programs that officials elsewhere would view as luxuries. An accurate understanding of the

financial status of a program will require an in-depth examination of its funding arrangements and,

more generally, the financial status of the sponsoring ITO(s).
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Our site visits also provided insight into the importance of capital equipment and physical

resources in operating a FDPIR program. Local officials must have office space, warehouse space

(refrigerated and other storage space), and heavy equipment, such as forklifts and trucks. The
i

availability and condition of such assets will affect the full range of program operations. For

example, a tailgate distribution system can be operated only if reliable trucks are available.

Similarly, a conveniently located and efficient administrative office will improve the accessibility of

the program and encourage participation. And we have seen how the use of computers (both

mainframe and microcomputers) can reduce the burden of tracking commodity inventories. Thus,

we are identifying these assets for each program in the sample and assessing how they affect the

operation of the program.

4. Program Operations

Again, FDPIR program operations encompass three broad sets of activities: recipient

relations, commodity distribution, and program monitoring. The manner in which each activity is

conducted is affected by the setting of a program and the administrative structure of that program.

Each activity also has a direct bearing on the efficiency and effectiveness of local FDPIR

programs. Thus, it is important that we learn as much as possible about how each program in the

sample performs each of the activities within these broad functional areas.

a. Recipient Relations

The activities within recipient relations entail conducting outreach, assessing the food

preferences of program participants, certifying households to receive commodities, and providing

nutrition education. Certification is a central component of all FDPIR programs, and a required

activity; however, the aggressiveness with which this process is approached varies among programs.
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For example, some programs located on reservations routinely verify whether a household has an

account at the local bank, whereas others accept the applicant's statement about household assets.

Another program asks applicants with no apparent means of support to register with the

Employment Service as a way to verify their unemployed status.

We expect to find much more variation among programs in terms of how they carry out

other activities under the area of recipient relations. Information obtained from the focus groups

and from other contacts during the site visits suggests that many persons on reservations are aware

of FDPIR. Consequently, some program managers feel that it is unnecessary to invest limited

resources in an extensive outreach program. Nevertheless, some programs, particularly those on

larger reservations, find it necessary to undertake publicity campaigns periodically to ensure

awareness among persons as conditions and the population of the reservation change.

The nutrition education provided through the FDPIR ranges from simple demonstrations

of the use of new commodities and cookbooks that focus on using commodities in the FDPIR

package to efforts to inform persons with specific nutrition-related health problems (such as

diabetes or hypertension) about the special preparation of FDPIR commodities. It appears that

local programs often rely on the expertise of staff from the Indian Health Service, the WIC

program, or the Agricultural Extension Service, rather than having a nutritionist on staff.

Although it may reflect a lack of financial resources, this cooperative arrangement is probably a

cost-effective way to obtain this type of assistance.

A final area of recipient relations involves the assessment of food preferences among

program participants. Local FDPIR officials recognize, first, that they will be more successful if

they provide commodities that have the greatest appeal to their clientele, and, second, that FNS

is now requiring that they conduct formal surveys of food preferences. The officials whom we met
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in the preliminary site visits seemed to be very comfortable in judging preferences "by the seat

of their pants." Several expressed very strong opinions about the preferences that they perceived

among FDPIR participants (a dislike of whole wheat flour, a strong preference for pinto beans,

and so on), and based their commodity orders on those perceptions. Nevertheless, all recognized

that a survey of food preferences is necessary, and are trying to meet that requisite, primarily by

administering the form suggested by FNS among nonprobability samples of participants.

b. Commodity Distribution

The commodity distribution process involves four stages: the purchase and distribution of

commodities by USDA; orders of commodities by local programs based on perceived food

preferences and available inventory; the warehousing of commodities received from USDA; and

the distribution of commodities each month to households certified to receive them. The

Agricultural Stabilization and Conservation Services (ASCS) and the Agricultural Marketing Service

(AMS) of USDA are responsible for purchasing commodities and distributing them to individual

FDPIR programs. FDPIR program managers submit their orders to FNS Regional officials, who

transmit them to USDA warehouses in Kansas City, Kansas; Exeter, California; and Kent,

Washington.

The process of ordering commodities from USDA and maintaining a sufficient stock to

meet the needs of local participants appear to be based on recent trends. These trends are

affected by the level of participation in recent months, the commodities being offered by USDA,

and the perceptions of local program directors (or other staff) about food preferences. In a

broader sense, the process must respond to the requirement that each household be offered a

certain amount of food from each of several groups within the FDPIR package. The test of the
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effectiveness of a program at ordering USDA commodities is whether each household has access

to a variety of items within and across the FDPIR food groups.

Each program must have space to store the commodities that it receives from USDA and
i

distributes to FDPIR participants. It is possible that the available space (refrigerated and

nonrefrigerated) can be compared with the caseload to provide an index of warehousing capacity.

It also is useful to know whether more than one warehouse is available, since it might affect the

choice of distribution systems by a program. For example, if a program served a large area and

had more than one warehouse, it might be possible to limit the use of tailgate distribution without

limiting accessibility for participants.

We have observed two different distribution systems--tailgate (a truck travels to distribution

points away from the warehouse to meet participants) and manual (pickup at a central warehouse).

The operation of warehouse distribution sites varies somewhat, in that some are "self-service"

(participants use shopping carts to select items), while in others FDPIR staff retrieve items for

participants. Some programs do not use one system exclusively, but distribute commodities

according to special needs (for example, having nearby participants come to the warehouse, but

providing tailgate service to persons who live in remote areas). What is most important about this

aspect of program operations is that each program attempts to enhance accessibility by minimizing

the necessity for FDPIR participants to travel long distances to apply for and receive commodities

(it appears that the certification process is also affected by the distribution system, in that

applications and recertifications are routinely processed at tailgate distribution sites).

c. Program Monitoring

Monitoring encompasses a broad set of activities intended to maintain the integrity of the

program. They include efforts by local programs to prevent households from receiving food stamps
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and FDPIR commodities simultaneously (dual participation), to maintain appropriate commodity

inventory controls, and to pursue claims against participants who should not have received

commodities. Program monitoring also encompasses efforts by staff in FNS Regional and Field

Offices and in State agencies to review local program operations.

Officials in every program that we have visited obtain a monthly list of households that

have received food stamps from nearby welfare offices. It appears that certification specialists

routinely check this list, or call if they feel that the list is not up-to-date, to ensure that FDPIR

applicants are not currently receiving food stamps. However, it may be the case that some

programs and cooperating State agencies go further_ by conducting computer matches or using

some other means to provide even more control.

The integrity of a local FDPIR program could also be undermined if commodities were

diverted to inappropriate uses by persons other than program participants. To avoid such

problems, each program must monitor its warehouse stock, the flow of commodities into it from

USDA, and the flow of commodities out to FDPIR households. They are monitored through two

types of inventories--a physical inventory and a perpetual inventory. Whereas the physical

inventory involves an actual count of items, the perpetual inventory tracks the distribution of

commodities to FDPIR households, damages to goods, and the use of a small amount of

commodities for special purposes (for example, nutrition education demonstrations). FNS is

supporting the development of software and providing matching funds for local programs to

purchase computer equipment in an effort to automate this process. Our contacts with FDPIR

staff who rely on computers to maintain the perpetual inventory suggest that automation relieves

them of a time-consuming and tedious responsibility.
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When local FDPIR officials determine that a household has received commodities to which

it was not entitled, they must attempt to obtain compensation from that household. It appears

that such cases occur infrequently, but that most agencies do eventually encounter them. Such
i

cases are sometimes handled informally, but in other cases FDPIR must seek financial

compensation over several months. It may be the case that agencies that are more diligent in

verifying household circumstances and monitoring dual participation are more likely to be

aggressive at pursuing claims; however, that remains to be seen.

A final area associated with program monitoring pertains to the oversight of local FDPIR

programs by FNS and state officials. We discussed earlier how the oversight function differs

according to the administrative structure of a FDPIR program. However, all programs are subject

to annual Management Evaluation (ME) reviews by FNS Regional or Field Office staff, and each

program operated by an ITO in a State-sponsored program is subject to regular oversight by the

staff of the State agency responsible for the program. Thus, the entities that perform the

oversight function, the number of different agencies that are involved, and the type of feedback

on performance that is provided to local programs all vary. Depending on how the oversight

function is carried out, local FDPIR officials may feel a weaker or stronger sense of accountability

for how they operate their program.

5. program Output

The most obvious product of local FDPIR program operations is the provision of

commodities to eligible households. The number of participants is a function of the outreach

efforts of a program, local economic conditions, the accessibility of program facilities, and all the

other factors discussed earlier. However, the absolute level of participation is not very informative,

because it does not take these factors into account. Thus, as we discuss in the next section, we
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are generating relative measures of participation (such as the population of the reservation) to

facilitate comparisons of output among the 30 sample programs.

Nutrition education can be measured in terms of the number (or proportion) of participating

households that are provided with demonstrations, copies of cookbooks, or some other type of

information. To the extent that such services are provided, participants may make better use of

the commodities that they receive. This effect of nutrition education may become apparent in the

household survey data on food storage and preparation, and in other measures of satisfaction.

Administrative activities in a local FDPIR program are not products in and of themselves.

However, to the extent that such activities detract from direct service delivery, they must be

measured and evaluated as relatively efficient or inefficient. One of the goals of administrators,

such as FDPIR program managers, is to minimize the administrative burden required to deliver

services effectively. Measuring the cost of administrative overhead relative to the cost of direct

services will be one approach for assessing the administrative efficiency of programs.

6. Impacts of Program Operations

Whereas program outputs deal (at least indirectly) with the efficiency of program operations,

program impacts pertain to the effectiveness and equity of program operations. For example, the

number of participating households becomes more meaningful once it is compared with

participation levels in the previous month through a time series analysis, or is viewed as a

proportion of the number of persons who live on the reservation. Further insight can be gained

by examining such ratios across programs in different types of socioeconomic settings. Each

construct incorporates a comparison that evaluates program output against the conditions that they

are intended to address (that is, participation versus need).

163



Although participants in public programs tend to offer positive appraisals of the services

they receive, participant satisfaction is useful in determining the future demand for the program.

More specifically, satisfaction with the manner in which the FDPIR is administered and with

FDPIR commodities will partially determine the rate at which American Indians participate in

the FDPIR as opposed to the FSP. Thus, the relative effort required to receive benefits under

each program, satisfaction with the benefits received (nonperishable commodities versus vouchers),

and the perceived value of benefits will combine to push program preferences in one direction or

the other, perhaps changing as other circumstances change.

D. PLANNED ANALYSES

This paper describes the approach that will be followed to evaluate the operation and impact

of the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations (FDPIR). The conceptual model that

we have presented is based primarily on six site visits conducted during the planning phase of the

evaluation. Our model will be refined and detailed findings from the evaluation will be presented

after additional data are collected and analyzed in the spring of 1990.

One of the primary objectives of the evaluation pertains to the relationship between the

FDPIR and the FSP. The FDPIR was developed partly in response to a concern that the need

of some American Indians for nutrition assistance could not be met effectively by the FSP. This

study will yield new information on the perceptions of this group about the relative benefits of

these programs, as well as on some of the transaction costs associated with their participation in

them. The study will inform future policy pertaining to the FDPIR and the FSP, and help ensure

that these programs are integrated effectively so that they jointly achieve the optimal impact on

the nutritional well-being of this special population.
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VIII. EVALUATION OF THE FOOD STAMP EMPLOYMENT AND TRAINING
PROGRAM: A PRELIMINARY LOOK AT PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

Michael Puma and Alan Werner

i

A. INTRODUCTION

As part of the Food Security Act of 1985 (P.L 99-198), Congress required that by April 1,

1987, all states implement an Employment and Training (E&T) Program for able-bodied food

stamp recipients to help them obtain paid employment and reduce their dependence on public

assistance programs. FNS is conducting an evaluation of the E&T Program to achieve four major

objectives:

· To describe the E&T Program planned and operated by the states

· To assess the implementation of the E&T Program

· To measure the impacts of the program on the employment and earnings
of participants and their need for public assistance

· To measure the cost and cost-effectiveness of the E&T Program

This report is based on interim findings from the study and focuses on how E&T Programs

have been planned and operated and on the characteristics of E&T program participants. The

results of the complete impact evaluation will be available to Congress by early 1990.

B. BACKGROUND

1. Previous Research

Previous research on Food Stamp Program (FSP) work requirements has been somewhat

mixed. Several studies, including Evans, Friedman, and Hausman (1976) and the U.S. General

Accounting Office (1978), indicated that FSP work requirements, and those in other welfare
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programs, had been ineffective. A study by Camil Associates (1979) of the services provided by

State Employment Security Agencies (SESAs) found that, of all client groups, food stamp
r_

registrants had received the fewest services and job referrals. Conversely, the "workfare" pilot

projects-in which food stamp recipients were required to perform work in exchange for their

benefits--suggested positive results. However, due to certain methodological problems, these

findings did not produce conclusive evidence (USDA, 1987). A study by Brandeis University

(1986) of the Food Stamp Work Registration and Job Search Demonstration reported a number

of key findings: states were able to implement various employment and training approaches

successfully, with only a few deviations in the manner in which they were implemented; all the

methods tested increased the employment and earnings of participants and reduced food stamp

payments; and, for all but one approach, benefits exceeded operating costs.

In addition to FSP-specific studies, many of the major employment and training programs for

low-income indMduals and welfare recipients, such as the Work Incentive (WIN) program and the

Comprehensive Employment Training Act (CETA) programs, have also been studied (see Gueron,

1988; Bane and Ellwood, 1983; Ellwood, 1986; Gueron, 1986; and Masters and Maynard, 1981).

The lessons learned from many of these previous research efforts indicate that:

· Work requirements can be implemented, but that, even if the requirements
are mandatory, many will not receive services due to limited program or
support services, individual noncompliance, and the winnowing effect found
in programs with sequenced components.

· The programs produce positive but small impacts on employment and
earnings, rarely exceeding, for example, a 10 percentage point difference in
the incidence of employment or an annual earnings increase of more than
$1,o0o.

· Effects are slow to appear and once evident tend to washout in the long
run.
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· The effects on welfare receiot tend to be smaller in magnitude than for
earnings, and the cost of the various initiatives, whose intensity and duration
vary, is generally less than the benefits yielded by them.

, 2. The New Food Stamp Employmelat and Training Program

The E&T Program mandated by the Food Security Act of 1985 does not represent the first

time that work requirements have been imposed on food stamp recipients. In fact, such

requirements have been part of the FSP since 1971, shortly after it became a national program.

This initial requirement covered all able-bodied adults ages 18 to 65, with the exception of

household members who (1) were responsible for caring for dependent children younger than age

18 or for incapacitated adults, (2) were enrolled as students at least half-time in school or training

programs, or (3) were working at least 30 hours per week. Nonexempt recipients were to comply

with the requirements or face the penalty of having their entire household removed from the food

stamp rolls. Subsequent legislative and regulatory changes modified this initial work requirement

in a number of ways, including the definition of a mandatory work registrant, the requirements

imposed, and the severity of sanctions for their noncompliance.

Under the 1985 Act, states had the flexibility of designing and operating the E&T Program

in a manner that best suited their unique situations. The following are the key components of this

new initiative:

· Service Components. States are to help food stamp recipients gain the skills,
training, or work experience necessary to enhance their ability to obtain
regular employment through one or more of the following components:

- Job search, which requires that participants make a specified
number of job contacts in a given time period (typically 24 job con-

tacts in eight weeks) and report those job contacts to the local
Food Stamp Agency (FSA) as part of a monitoring visit.

Job-search training, in which participants learn techniques for
successful job-hunting. Some states provide such training to those
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participants who have engaged in a period of unsuccessful job
search. In addition, states are also allowed to offer more long-
term education and vocational training services under this

component, provided that such activities directly enhance the
employability of participants.

i

Workfare, in which participants work off the food stamp benefit
amount at a predetermined wage rate at a public-sector worksite.

Work experience, in which participants are typically placed at a
public-sector worksite for a certain period of time in order to
acquire both generic and specific work skills.

· Program Participants. The 1985 Act also grants states flexibility in defining
the types of food stamp recipients who must participate in E&T. Although
work registration rules are still in force, states have some discretion in
defining who from the pool will be mandatory E&T participants. States may

exempt registrants from participation on the basis of categorical exemptions,
such as poor labor-market conditions in a given geographic area, or on the
basis of individual problems, such as difficulties with transportation or child-

care arrangements.

· Funding Levels. In order to support the E&T Program, $50 million was
allocated to the states for FY 1987, $60 million for FY 1988, and $75 million

for FY 1989 and FY 1990. Each state's share of these funds is proportional
to its respective FSP caseload and is not subject to a State matching
requirement. State funds that are spent in excess of the basic grant are
matched dollar-for-dollar, but FNS must approve proposed budgets before
states incur expenses. Finally, states must reimburse participants for
transportation and other program-related expenses up to $25 per month.
FNS pays half the cost of these reimbursements (reimbursements that exceed

$25 are not matched). The total planned state and federal expenditures for
FY 1988 were about $223 million.

· Other Regulatory Requirements. State plans for the E&T Program must
be reviewed and approved by FNS. In addition, for the first quarter of FY
1989, 35 percent of mandatory participants must be placed in a service

component; this requirement rises to 50 percent for the remainder of FY
1989 and thereafter. However, FNS may adjust performance requirements
if a state can demonstrate that the service components that it plans to offer,
or the type and proportion of participants whom it plans to serve, will
require a significantly higher level of effort than that required by FNS
regulations.
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In the remainder of this paper, we summarize the findings of the states' responses to these

regulatory requirements.

, C. FINDINGS

The findings reported in this paper are based on four sources of data: state plans submitted

to FNS for FY 1988 and FY 1989; required state quarterly performance reports; an inventory of

program operations for a nationally representative sample of 55 local P-SAs that participated in the

evaluation of the E&T Program; and data collected from a nationally representative sample of

over 13,000 individuals eligible to participate in the E&T Program.

The different sources of data used for this report are subject to certain limitations. First,

E&T operations planned by the states may not reflect the actual services that are in place in

local FSAs. Second, state financial reporting often underestimates the true cost of providing E&T

services. Finally, only limited information was collected from the sample of 55 local FSAs during

the initial stages of the E&T evaluation, reducing the degree to which operational differences can

be detected and, where found, explained. However, the data that will be available at the end of

the evaluation study will address many of these limitations.

1. E&T Program Design and Service Delivery Systems

In this section, we present findings on the operation, services, administrative structure,

interagency coordination, budgeted and actual costs, and planned and actual participation levels

of the E&T Program.

a. How Does the E&T Program Work?

Although operations vary, the process used to serve individual participants can be viewed

as consisting of five components (see Figure 1). First, eligibility workers determine which
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FIGURE 1
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individuals who are applying (or being recertified) for food stamp benefits are required to register

for work and accept suitable employment if it is offered. These work registrants are usually then

referred to a separate employment and training office to receive services; in all but the 10 percent

of local FSA that serve applicants (an E&T Program option), referral takes place after the

individuals are determined to be eligible for food stamp benefits.

At the employment and training unit, work registrants are then screened for their possible

exemption from E&T requirements. Once determined to be a nonexempt E&T participant (a

subset of the work registrants), individuals are assigned to a service component, such as job search,

job-search training, educational classes, or work experience. In most local FSAs, this step is rela-

tively straightforward, because they are offering only one service--often job search. Where

alternatives are available, approximately three-quarters of local FSAs implement some type of

assessment process to ascertain the employment skills of clients, so as to determine the most

appropriate service component for them; more than half give participants an opportunity to choose

among a menu of available options after the assessment is completed.

Local FSAs generally monitor the progress of participants in the program, but the

procedures vary by type of service. Job search and job-search training services generally specify

some type of regularly scheduled monitoring visit to meet with an assigned employment and

training caseworker. In more intensive services, participants are often required to submit

documentation that they completed their assigned activity (for example, attaining a General

Educational Development (GED) certificate). Monitoring also includes gathering information on

whether or not E&T particip.ants obtain jobs that may reduce or end their food stamp benefits.

Participants are also monitored for compliance with the E&T requirements (for example,

their failure to attend classes or to make the required number of employee contacts). Although
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participants may lose their benefits if they fail to comply, participants are also allowed to "cure'

their noncompliance by reporting to their caseworker and agreeing to cooperate. Consequently,

participants can go through repeated cycles of noncompliance and curing which can last for their
4

entire period of certification for food stamp benefits. In fact, about one-third of the local FSAs

indicate that they will _try anything to avoid sanctioning a client." For example, some local FSAs

allow participants a 30-day grace period from sanctions if they agree to cooperate; others indicate

that they impose sanctions only as "a last resort," and will make numerous attempts to engender

the cooperation of participants.

b. Types of Emplo_anent and Training Services Provided

As shown in Figure 2, job search was the most commonly planned component in FY 1988

(49 of the 53 State FSAs); job-search training was also a widely planned service (by 41 states).

The prevalence of job-search activities is not too surprising, since these services were often part

of the FSP prior to the implementation of the E&T Program. The prevalence also reflects the

intent of the states to serve as many participants as possible with the available funds, in order to

meet specified performance standards for program participation starting in FY 1989 (that is, job

search is generally the least expensive type of service).

States also planned a variety of more intensive education and training services. For example,

35 states planned for some adult educational services (including GED or literacy training) for

those E&T Program participants who required such assistance. In addition, 33 states provided

vocational education services, and 19 states incorporated work experience or workfare programs.

In light of the various service choices planned by states, we have categorized each state's

E&T Program into one of three service configurations for the purposes of the E&T Program

evaluation: iob-search programs, job-search training programs that offer such training either alone
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FIGURE 2

ig&T PROGRAM SERVICES PLANNED BY THE STATES, FY 1988
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or in combination with job search, and intensive service programs that provide more in-depth

remediation to a substantial portion of participants, including, for example, educational services,

skills training, work experience, or workfare.
I

As demonstrated in Figure 3, states have responded to the new E&T Program initiative in

a way that conforms with the intent of the enabling legislation. Job search, the least expensive

service and the one expected to move many employable participants into jobs, has been included

in the service configuration of almost every state. Beyond this service, states have chosen to add

a broad mix of services that encompass different levels of intensity. What is not known at this

time, however, is the extent to which the different types of services are actually used--that is, how

many participants receive the various services. This information will not be available until the end

of the evaluation study.

c. Change from the Previous Job-Search Program

In FY 1986, 38 states were operating job-search programs for food stamp work registrants

(Abt Associates, 1987). With the advent of the E&T Program, states were afforded the

opportunity either to continue or expand existing programs or to initiate services not presently

available. Most states (42 of the 53 FSAs) significantly expanded the availability of food stamp

employment and training services; only 7 reduced geographic coverage. In addition, for about

three-quarters of the local FSAs, the E&T services that were implemented represented either an

entirely new program or one that differed markedly from the previously existing set of job-search

services. Not surprisingly, job-search model FSAs were more likely to have retained their earlier

program versions, while intensive-service model sites were more likely to have created new

programs for their food stamp recipients.
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FIGURE 3

PERCENT OF LOCAL FSAs IMPLEMENTING E&T PROGRAM SERVICE MODELS,
AND PERCENT OF TOTAL PARTICIPANTS COVERED, FY 1988
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SOURCE: Inventory of Program Operations in national sample of 55 local FSAs.
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The E&T Program, then, not only increased the variety of services available to food stamp

work registrants, but also made these services available to a larger proportion of the eligible

population than under the previous job-search programs. This trend is quite encouraging.
t

Congress intended that the E&T Program be a new initiative, and, for the most part, states have

responded to this challenge.

d. What Other Services Are Being Provided?

States have attempted to be flexible in deciding how participants should be reimbursed for

their out-of-pocket expenses. Many states, especially those that offer more intensive services, have

opted to pay actual expenses rather than to provide a fixed reimbursement amount. In

addition, some local FSAs also support participants by providing them with in-kind services--

nationally, about 4 of 10 FSAs provide some type of child-care services, transportation assistance

(for example, reduced public transportation fare systems), or other serv/ces, including counseling

and referral services. Often, these additional services are not financed by E&T Program funds,

but represent the use of other available resources (including Title XX funds and special, local, or

county-based resources) set aside to help pay for the expenses incurred by participants when they

accept employment (e.g., the cost of buying uniforms or tools).

e. Linkages with Other Service Providers and Programs

Due to the availability of a variety of existing work and welfare programs, state and local

FSAs did not have to "start from scratch" to implement E&T. The availability of these programs

also provided an opportunity to achieve additional efficiencies. As shown in Figure 4, some states

planned to maximize the use of JTPA services for E&T participants; others elected to serve E&T
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FIGURE 4

LOCAL FSA INTEGRATION AND COORDINATION OF THE
E&T PROGRAMS WITH OTHER AGENCIES AND PROGRAMS, FY 1988
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employment unit within the local FSA; an Employment and Training agency or division operated

within a state's Social Services Agency; and another organization (either public or private)

contracted to provide the primary E&T service or services. The most frequent arrangement,

adopted by about one-third of the local FSAs, is a separate employment unit within the local FSA.

If the two methods whereby the local F'SA provides the primary service are combined--either the

food stamp eligibility worker or the employment unit--over half of job-search model FSAs and

almost two-thirds of job-search-training model FSAz administer the E&T Program themselves.

These figures contrast with the 16 percent of local intensive-service model FSAs that have adopted

this approach. This disparity is not surprising, given the relatively narrow range and short-term

nature of the services provided by job-search and job-search-training model FSAs.

Participant Exemptions and Program Tareeting. As noted earlier, states are allowed to

exempt both individual and groups of work registrants on the basis of a variety of criteria. The

result is that the program is targeted toward a small proportion of FSP recipients (see Figure 5).

First, legislative requirements focus work policy on a group that represents about 10 percent of

all food stamp recipients (about 3.3 million individuals in 1988, the period covered by this paper).

State and local exemption decisions were expected to screen out about one-quarter, leaving

approximately 2.3 million individuals. Finally, other state and local targeting decisions were

expected to reduce this number further by about one-third, to 1.6 million; the expected number

of nonexempt E&T participants whom states planned to serve in FY 1988 represents about two-

thirds of all nonexempt work registrants, and almost half of all food stamp recipients classified as

work registrants.

f. FY 1988 E&T Program Funding and Spending

For FY 1988, total planned federal and state expenditures for the E&T Program were $224

million, to serve approximately 1.6 million participants. States actually spent about $152 million,
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FIGURE 5

-- E&T PROGRAM PARTICIPATION GENERATED BY
EXEMPTION AND TARGETING POLICIES, FY 1988
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or about 32 percent less than expected. At the same time, however, the states served only about

1 million participants in the E&T Program, or about 37 percent less than expected. While it is

difficult _to draw any finn conclusion from these data, it seems that the lower-than-expected

program cost is due to lower-than-predicted levels of participation.

However, the shortfall should not be viewed as a failure of the E&T Program. Rather,

states appear to have overestimated the number of recipients subject to work registration. Given

the short planning period afforded to state FSAs, and the lack of reliable information on which

these estimates could be based, it is not surprising that the projections proved to be somewhat

inaccurate. Although the penetration of the E&T Program could be increased (for example, many

states have exempted a significant proportion of their counties from participation), the participation

totals for FY 1988 indicate that a large number of individuals are being served. To place this

discussion in perspective, one should consider that participation in all AFDC work programs was

about 714,000 individuals nationally in 1985 (U.S. General Accounting Office, 1987).

As expected, the average cost of participation varied across the three service models; the

least intensive model (job search) generated the lowest average cost per participant ($80), the

job-search-training model a higher per-participant cost of $140, and the intensive-services model

a per-participant average cost of $186. However, it is important to note that, while nationwide

these average costs line up as expected, average costs vary widely by state within a given service

model. Such variation may be due to a number of factors: states have been classified according

to the most prevalent type of service component (within categories, other types of services may

be offered which can alter the overall cost of an individual state program); the extent to which

FSAs have been able to forge linkages with other state agencies and programs differ; and the

manner in which services are actually delivered may differ in important ways, so that similarly

entitled components may in fact be very different.
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g. Planned E&T Program Chang_ for FY 1989

For FY 1989, states planned to serve fewer participants than was planned for FY 1988--1.4

million, compared with 1.6 million in FY 1988. While states were thus adjusting to their previous

overestimates, they were still expecting a net expansion in actual participation for FY 1989. This

growth would be due largely to the fact that a majority of states had expanded the geographic

coverage of the program.

Most states also planned relatively modest changes to their service components. The largest

changes occurred in the availability of three service components--workfare, which was dropped by

all states that offered this component in FY 1988, and work experience and vocational education,

each of which was dropped by about one-third of the states that originally offered these

components. (No information is available on why these changes have occurred.)

2. Description of Pro_ram Participants

In this section, we describe how the latitude afforded to states in the design of their E&T

services affected the types of work registrants who were selected to participate in the Program?

a. Demographic Characteristics

Figure 6 provides a description of the basic demographic characteristics (that is, the age,

gender, marital status, and ethnicity) of individuals participating in the E&T Program in FY 1988.

As shown in Figure 6, about 3 of 5 E&T participants are between the ages of 22 and 40 (an

3°rhe information in this section is derived from data collected from a nationally representa-
tive sample of about 13,000 individuals eligible to participate in the E&T Program. A baseline
information form was completed on each individual selected randomly for the evaluation study at
the time of his or her order application or recertification for food stamp benefits. This form

obtained information on household characteristics, such as household size and composition and
the types and amounts of income, and the characteristics of individuals required to participate in

the E&T Program, including their education and previous work experience.
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FIGURE 6

DEMOGRAPHIC CHARACTERISTICS OF E&T PROGRAM PARTICIPANTS
AT APPLICATION/RECERTIFICATION, FY 1988
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overall average age of about 33 years). This age distribution is similar to the age distribution of

all adult (age 18 or older) food stamp recipients (USDA, 1988). However, the E&T participants

are somewhat younger than the typical work registrant (the group from which E&T participants

are drawn). About half of all work registrants are between the ages of 22 and 40. 2

Men and women are equally likely to be E&T participants. This gender distribution differs

from the gender distribution of the general food stamp population, in which women account for

nearly two-thirds of all recipients (USDA, 1988). But this pattern is similar to the population of

all work registrants--about half of whom are male.

Slightly more than half of the E&T participants have never been married, and married

individuals account for less than one-fifth of all E&T participants. However, work registrants, in

general, are about twice as likely to be married. 3

About half of the E&T participants are black, and two of every five are white non-Hispanic.

Compared with the general food stamp population, E&T participants are far more likely to be

members of minority groups--about one-third of all food stamp recipients are black (U.S. Bureau

of the Census, 1984). E&T participants also differ somewhat from the pool of all work registrants,

of whom slightly more than half are white non-Hispanic.

b. Household Size and Composition

In line with the our discussion on marital status, E&T participants are overwhelmingly from

single-person households. Slightly more than half are living in single-person households, nearly

one-fourth in two-person households, and the remainder in households with three or more persons.

This pattern is far different from the household composition of both the general food stamp

ZUnpublished tabulations from the Summer 1986 Food Stamp Quality Control sample.

3Ibid.

184



population, in which only about one-fifth of all recipients (excluding elderly households) live in

single-person households (USDA, 1988), and the population of all work registrants, about one-

fourth of whom live in single-person households.

While 54 percent of E&T participants are from single-person households, 9 percent are
6

single females with one or more children at home; about 10 percent are from households that

consist only of two married adults; and 11 percent are from households that consist of two married

adults and one or more children. The remaining 17 percent reside in households that do not

contain a married couple. In the general food stamp population, close to two-thirds of the

recipient households have resident children, and over three-quarters of these households are

headed by women (USDA, 1988).

c. Multiple E&T Participants

Although most households contain only a single E&T participant, a substantial number

(about 1 of 6) contain more than one person who participates in the E&T Program. This finding

is even more striking in light of the fact that more than half of the E&T participants live alone.

For example, in about half of all E&T households that consist of a married couple with dependent

children, both parents participate in the Program.

d. Household Income

Approximately two-thirds of the E&T participants live in households whose annual income

is less than $3,000; about four of five have an income of less than $6,000. Total gross monthly

incomes for E&T participant households averaged $287 in FY 1988. This figure is about two-

thirds of the household income of both the typical food stamp recipient, whose gross household

income averages $417 per month (USDA, 1988), and the typical work registrant, whose income

averages about $425. This difference is due largely to the higher incidence of single-person
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households among the E&T participants (which have fewer sources of income) that was noted

previously.

W_ithrespect to unearned income, the proportion of E&T participant households that receive

cash assistance (AFDC or GA) is, in the aggregate, similar to the receipt of such assistance by

food stamp recipients--about half receive either AFDC or GA (USDA, 1988). However, E&T

participants are about three times as likely as the average food stamp recipient to receive GA

benefits (40 percent versus 12 percent) and about one-sixth as likely to receive AFDC (6 percent

versus 38 percent). In general, the typical work registrant household is also much more likely than

the average E&T household to receive AFDC (about 17 percent versus 6 percent for the E&T

household), but much less likely to receive GA benefits (15 percent versus 40 percent for the

E&T household).

e. Educational Background

As a group, the E&T participants appear to lack the formal education necessary to compete

effectively for jobs in today's demanding labor market, with more than half having failed to

complete their high school education. This proportion compares with about three-quarters of the

adult population (older than age 24) who have completed high school. However, this finding is

the same as for the general food stamp population, in which slightly more than half of all

recipients do not have a high school degree (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1984). A study of the

Food Stamp Job Search Demonstrations (Brandeis University, 1986) found that work registrants

had an average of 10.5 years of schooling. On the positive side, about one-third of all E&T

participants have received supplementary technical or vocational training outside of high school,

which should enhance their employability.
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f. Labor-Market Experience

The E&T participants are also generally not well attached to the labor market. In the

general population, Ryscavage and Feldman-Harkins (1987) found that close to three-quarters of

all persons older than age 16 are gainfully employed some time during a 12-month period. In

contrast, only about half of the E&T participants reported having worked for pay at some time

during the previous 12 months. Of those who worked, about half worked more than six months

in the last year, and about one-third worked from 9 to 12 months. Similar labor-market activity

was found in the previous job-search demonstrations, in which about 57 percent of the work

registrants reported some work experience in the preceding 12 months.

V_nen E&T participants did work in the last year, they worked close to full time. On

average, participants worked 30 hours per week when they were employed, at an average hourly

pay of $5.59. At the time of their entry into the Program, however, the E&T participants were

generally not employed--only about one in ten worked in the week prior to applying for food

stamp benefits, l_is pattern is slightly lower than the work status of the general population of

food stamp recipients, in which about 14 percent of ail household heads are employed. On

average, the E&T participants who were employed worked about 18 hours per week.

g. Relationship between E&T Program Services and Participant Characteristics

In general, participants in local job-search model FSAs are most likely to be white married

males, those in local job-search-training model FSAs are most likely to be black single females, and

those in local intensive-service model FSAs are most likely to be black single females or female

heads of households.

The most striking finding about wages is that participants in local job-search model FSAs

are by far the most likely to have come from households that had earned income at the time of

FSP certification (32 percent compared with 12 percent and 19 percent in job-search training and
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intensive-service model FSAs, respectively). Given that the intent of job-search is to move the

most employable participants into productive jobs, this finding seems to support the notion that

this type of service is targeted correctly.

Comparing the income pattern of participant households across the three models further

suggests an association between E&T participation by public assistance recipients and the service

configuration in place at the local FSA. For example, whereas less than 2 percent of job-search

model households receive GA, almost two-thirds of job-search-training model households and about

40 percent of intensive-service model households receive such assistance. With respect to AFDC,

participant households in local intensive-service model FSAs are most likely to receive such

benefits (11 percent, compared with 6 percent and 2 percent for job-search and job-search-training

FSAs, respectively).

The educational attainment of participants differs across the three service models, albeit

modestly. Participants in local job-search-training model FSAs are more likely both to have failed

to complete their high school education and to have obtained supplementary vocational/technical

training. Among the three categories of local FSAs, participants in this group are less likely to

be prepared for the labor market.

Finally, with respect to employment, E&T participants in local job-search-training model

FSAs are more likely to be experiencing chronic unemployment. These participants are

substantially less likely to have worked in the previous 12 months. However, at the time of

certification for food stamp benefits, participants in local intensive-service model FSAs were least

likely to have been employed, or to have been actively seeking employment, during the previous

month.
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D. CONCLUSIONS

Six themes emerge from our evaluation of the implementation of the E&T Program in FY

1988:

' 1. E&T is a varied program. Congress intended that the E&T Program be
flexible enough to give states the opportunity to design programs that best

suit their unique needs. In this regard, the Program appears to have been
successful. States have provided food stamp recipients with a variety of
employment and training opportunities, and have provided these services
through a wide range of sources (for example, JTPA, SESA, local education-
al institutions, community colleges, and other public and private community-
based agencies).

2. FSAs have recognized the needs of individual participants. States have

attempted to help participants complete their employment and training
programs. Where financial burdens can be a barrier (especially with respect
to more intensive service components), states have made an effort to take
a more flexible approach to reimbursing them for their out-of-pocket

expenses. Many local FSAs have also provided in-kind support services, such
as child-care arrangements and transportation services.

3. State programs reflect new initiatives. Although states could merely have
extended the earlier versions of their job-search programs to comply with
the E&T mandate, they did not do so. About three-quarters of local FSAs
have implemented either entirely new programs or ones that differ markedly
from previously existing job-search services.

4. The Program is serving a large number of food stamp recipients. States
are permitted to apply various exemptions for determining who must

participate in the E&T Program. States have applied these exemptions
widely, particularly geographic area exclusions. E&T enrollment for FY 1988
was approximately one million mandatory work registrants and volunteers--
about one-third of the total pool of all eligible work registrants. It is
important to keep in mind, however, that the E&T Program is larger than
all of the AFDC work programs put together, and that FY 1988 was the
first full year of program operations.

5. E&T is an evolving program. Comparing program plans for FY 1988 and
FY 1989 reveals that states are learning from their past experience. Rather
than adopting rigid approaches for meeting federal requirements, states
appear to be quite willing to experiment with new service components.
Again, this outcome is encouraging--Congress gave states the opportunity
to try different ways to help low-income persons obtain gainful employment,
and states appear to be willing to seek alternative ways to achieve this goal.

In addition, states planned to expand services substantially in FY 1989--
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planned enrollment for FY 1989 was about 40 percent higher than that
projected for FY 1988.

6. States have targeted the E&T Program toward certain types of food stamp
recil_ients. In general, the E&T Program is serving food stamp recipients
who are young, unmarried, and non-white. However, these individuals need
remedial services to compete in today's labor market. They typically lack

' formal education, and have been unable to maintain steady employment in

the past.

States appear to have targeted the E&T Program toward GA recipients;

about 40 percent of all E&T participants receive such benefits. This focus
may be due to two factors. First, unlike AFDC recipients, GA recipients

involved in another work program are not categorically exempt from E&T
participation. Second, states have a clear incentive to provide job services
to their GA population through the E&T Program. If the Program is
successful at helping participants find employment, states can realize
significant savings in welfare expenditures as these individuals become self-
sufficient.

Finally, it is notable that relatively few AFDC recipients are participating in
the E&T Program. Only about 6 percent of the E&T participants receive
AFDC benefits, and those who do receive AFDC participate primarily in
local intensive-service model FSAs. The relatively low representation is due

to the fact that AFDC recipients involved in Title IV-A work programs
(WIN) are exempt from work registration. Those AFDC recipients who
have been assigned to E&T may be individuals not covered under an existing
WIN program. For example, the state may provide services only to AFDC
households in which both parents are present. In such instances, the E&T
Program may provide an opportunity for states to extend employment and
training services to a portion of their AFDC caseload who have been
excluded from such assistance otherwise. This may also account for the
concentration of these participants in intensive-service model FSAs (that is,

E&T may have been integrated with a pre-existing work program).
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IX. LONG-TERM PARTICIPATION IN THE FOOD STAMP
PROGRAM BY WORK REGISTRANTS

-_ Charles Usher, Harlene Gogan, and Helen Koo

A. INTRODUCTION

This paper presents the findings of an exploratory study on the participation of work

registrants in the Food Stamp Program (FSP). Since the early 1970s, certain members of

households that apply for food stamps have had to meet such requirements as job search or

worlffare in order to establish and maintain their eligibility for assistance. 37 These persons are

generally able-bodied, nonelderly adults who do not have primary responsibility for the care of

children or disabled persons who live in their household. Thus, society has increasingly come to

expect that such recipients should seek employment to provide income that would help their

households meet their nutritional needs.

Although more information has recently become available on the FSP participation of

households over time, a number of important questions remain, particularly about work registrants.

First, the extent of long-term participation by work registrants is unclear. Whereas Burstein and

Visher (1989) report a median spell of 5 to 6 months, work registrant households in the control

group of the Food Stamp Workfare Demonstration Project showed a median duration of 4 months

(The Urban Institute, 1987). An analysis by USDA (1986) indicated that the average length of

stay for work registrants was 8.1 months. Our review of these studies indicates that, more than

anything else, the variation in these estimates is due to the design of the studies and the data bases

from which they were derived.

37An historical overview of the evolution of work requirements in the Food Stamp Program
may be found in a recent report by Abt Associates (1988).
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Second, long-term dependence on the FSP, particularly for work registrants, may follow

patterns that differ from those exhibited by AFDC recipients or participants in other assistance
r;.

programs that are governed by categorical eligibility criteria. One pattern is continuous

participation over a relatively long period of time. Another pattern would be a series of relatively

short spells separated by periods of nonparticipation. Both reflect long-term dependence, but of

two distinct types. Both types of long-term participants are also likely to consume a great deal of

resources (both in benefits and in administrative costs), and, thus, both types must be identified

and studied.

A third question is whether employment and training services can be targeted more efficiently

and effectively toward long-term work registrants. If a significant proportion of work registrants

tend to become dependent on the FSP, it may be possible to develop strategies to reduce the costs

associated with long-term participation. However, in order to move toward this objective, we must

first demonstrate at least on a preliminary basis that some work registrants do in fact become

dependent on food stamps and generate substantial program costs.

Consistent with these three questions about work registrants, the exploratory study was

undertaken to address the following objectives:

· To describe patterns of participation in the FSP by an entry cohort of work
registrants who were subject to a meaningful work requirement

· To assess the extent of long-term participation by work registrants, in terms
of both long single spells and a series of spells

· To measure the allotment costs for work registrants, according to their
pattern of participation

B. RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The research design developed for this study entailed drawing samples of work registrants

who initially entered the FSP in Alabama and the State of Washington during the first half of
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TABI-_. 1

WORK REGISTRATION/JOB SEARCH
ACTIVITIES AMONG SAMPLE WORK REGISTRANTS

, Length of Initial Spell
Alabama Washington

Work Registration/
Job Search 1-3 Months 4-6 Mo_ths >6 Months 1-3 Months 4-6 Months >6 Months

Failed to Keep
Appointment 73.8% 62.0% 43.4% 71.9% 47.5% 34.4%

Noncompliance Report
Filed by ES 71.7 36.7 13.2 65.6 41.0 34.4

Engagedin Job Search 6.7 27.8 42.3 21.9 52.4 59.4

It may be the case that by the time an appointment is scheduled and rescheduled, or before

the job search is begun, many work registrant households have left the FSP. As we discuss below,

approximately half of the work registrants included in this study spent three or fewer months in

the FSP before ending their first spell. Thus, it is possiblethat the high rate of turnover among

work registrants simply made it difficult for the food stamp and ES offices to keep pace with the

flow of work registrants through the program.

2. The Characteristics of Work Registrants

The typical work registrant in this study was relatively young (a mean of 33.8 years of age

in Alabama and 30.2 years of age in Washington), and a large proportion had not completed 12

years of education (42.5 percent in Alabama and 35.2 percent in Washington). Slightly more

than half (55 percent) of the sample of work registrants in Alabama were female, whereas women

comprised approximately one-third (35 percent) of the sample in Washington. Although case-

records in Washington did not indicate the race of work registrants, data from Alabama showed
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that nearly three of five work registrants in that state (59 percent) were black. Only one-third (34

percent) of the sample of work registrants in Alabama had work experience, whereas nearly four

of five work registrants (79.6 percent) in Washington had worked previously. Of those who had

, work experience, nearly half in both states (47.5 percent in Alabama and 45.7 percent in

Washington) had worked less than six months in their most recent job.

Many of the work registrants in the samples lacked the education and training that is

necessary for them to obtain jobs that pay well and that are not subject to being eliminated during

recessionary periods. Moreover, despite their general lack of education and training, the majority

of work registrants in the two samples were more likely to have recent work experience than

previous research would suggest. Perhaps more than any other personal factor, this experience

should facilitate their return to the labor force, as well as their departure from the FSP. However,

we should recognize that experience and training cannot always counteract the powerful market

forces that prevail in periods of economic decline.

3. The Characteristics of Work Registrant Households

Many work registrants (46.9 percent in Alabama and 55.5 percent in Washington) were

living in one-person food stamp households. One-third of the work registrant households in

Alabama and fewer than one-fourth (21.5 percent) of those in Washington contained three or

more members. One-third (32.9 percent) of the households in Washington and one-fourth (25.8

percent) of the households in Alabama had earnings when they applied for food stamps in early

1986. Households in Washington received an average monthly food stamp allotment of $105,

whereas those in Alabama received an average monthly allotment of $132.
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1986. These states were chosen for the study because they exhibited differences along the

following dimensions:

· The characteristics of the work registrant caseload--for example, the
, proportion of participants required to register, of work registrant households

that comprised only one person, of households that received AFDC, and of
work ,registrants who received GA payments

· The administration of work requirements

· The socioeconomic environment

Data were collected in two localities in each state. Spells of participation by the samples

of work-registrant households were followed from early 1986 through the fall of 1988, based on

manually abstracted food stamp and Employment Service (ES) cae-records data.

An advantage of this design is that it permitted us to follow a defined group of work

registrants (that is, a sample that was representative of registrants who enter the program during

a specific time period and in specific localities) from the beginning of their participation through

a defined period. It also avoided the upwardly biased estimates of spell length that occur in

longitudinal analyses of cross-sectional samples of participants because they tend to overrepresent

long-term cases. Instead, our using an entry cohort provided findings that are representative of

all cases that enter the program during a given period. Consequently, it affords unique insight into

the potential problem of multiple spells as a special pattern of long-term dependence.

The primary purpose of our analysis of the case-records and survey data was to determine

the duration of spells and patterns of participation of an entry cohort of work registrants over as

many as 33 months. Because some spells are still in progress at the end of the data collection

(that is, they are "right-censored"), life-table techniques are necessary in order to avoid truncation

bias. Life-table analyses have been performed for each of the first, second, and higher order spells

of food stamp participation.
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C. CONTEXT OF THE STUDY

Given the scope of this study, we should consider two major issues associated with the internal

and external validity of this study. First, in light of our objective to examine the participation of

, work registrants in the face of a meaningful work requirement, we must assess whether such a

requirement actually existed in the study sites. Of special concern is how quickly the work

registration/job search (WR/JS) process became operationalized for each work registrant, whether

the work registrant complied with work requirements, and how carefully the Employment Service

(ES) and the food stamp office monitored compliance. Collectively, these characteristics of the

WR/JS process define the work requirement that was imposed on the subjects of the study.

The second issue discussed in this section pertains to the characteristics of work registrants

selected for the samples from Alabama and Washington. These data enable us to compare the

subjects of this study with their counterparts in other states.

1. Implementation of Food Stamp Work Requirements

Table 1 provides a summary of the findings on the WR/JS process in the study sites. The

highlights are as follows:

· Most work registrants in the study sites failed to keep the first appointment for their
assessment interview.

· The ES eventually submitted reports of noncompliance for approximately half of all
the work registrants whose cases were included in the study.

· Fewer than one of five sample work registrants in Alabama and only two of five in
Washington actually contacted potential employers in a job search.

In addition, most ES assessment interviews were not scheduled until the month after the month

in which the food stamp application was submitted, and many were not scheduled until two months

later.
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D. LONGITUDINAL ANALYSIS OF PARTICIPATION

This section describes three aspects of the long-term participation of work registrants in

the FSP--the duration of initial spells, multiple spells, and the cost of participation over time.

1. The Duration of Initial Spells

Figure 1 presents the results of a life-table analysis of the initial spells of the sample of

work registrant cases from Alabama and Washington. The numbers along the horizontal axis

indicate the number of months following the initial certification for food stamps. The numbers

along the vertical axis range from 0 to 1.0, where 1.0 indicates the full sample as of the month

of initial certification for each case in the sample. Thus, one month after initial certification,

approximately 90 percent of the cases remained active. Stated another way, 10 percent of the

cases received food stamps for one month, but did not receive food stamps in what would have

been the second month of their certification period. Similarly, by the end of two months, about

25 percent of the work registrant households were no longer participating. By applying the same

interpretive approach to the remainder of the survival curve, we can draw some conclusions about

the duration of initial spells of food stamp participation for work registrant cases. In general,

approximately half of the entry cohort had left the FSP by the end of the third month. Thus, the

median length for initial spells across both states was 2.97 months. Interestingly, the same rate of

departure from the rolls occurred over the next three months. By the sixth month after initial

certification, only 21.6 percent of the cohort, slightly less than half of the cases that continued to

participate after three months, remained active. At the end of 12 months, only 10.8 percent of

the households continued in their first spell. Only 3.4 percent of the work registrant households

that initially entered the FSP in early 1986 would still be active 33 months later.
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This pattern of first spells is important. Nearly three-fourths (72.6 percent) of the Alabama

work registrant households and two-thirds (66.4 percent) of the Washington households

experienced only one spell of participation. Therefore, the experience of most households that

, were affected by work requirements is reflected in Figure 1. Perhaps the most noteworthy

characteristic of the survival curve is the set of four distinct phases: I--months 1-3; Il--months 4-6;

Ill--months 6-12; and IV--months 12-33. Over half (50.7 percent) of the entry cohort had left the

program by the end of the third month. Of the remaining cases, 56.3 percent had left by the end

of the sixth month. In contrast, of the 21.6 percent of the cases still active after six months of

participation, exactly half were still participating in the FSP a year after they initially became

eligible. It required another 12 months for half of the 10.8 percent of the cases active after 12

months to leave.

2. Multiple Spells

Only 32 percent of the work registrant households that left the FSP after an initial spell

in Washington and Alabama would later apply for and receive food stamps in the same locality

within 33 months after their initial certification for the first spell. The distribution of cases by

the number of spells is shown in Table 2. It indicates a very similar pattern of multiple spells, in

that nearly one-fourth of each entry cohort (20.7 percent in Alabama and 24.7 percent in

Washington) experienced two spells, and about one in 20 cases (4.6 percent in Alabama and 6

percent in Washington) experienced three spells. Fewer than 3 percent of the households in either

state had more than three spells. While the lengths of the first and second spells differed very

little in Washington, second spells in Alabama were nearly twice as long as the initial spells in that

state, and 45 percent longer than second spells in Washington.
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TABLE2

DISTRIBUTIONOF CASESBY THE NUMBEROF SPELLS
AND LENGTH OF SPELLS

, Alabama Washinqton
Number of Median Median
Spells Percent Spell (mos.) Percent Spell (mos.)

1:1-3 mos. 41.6 2 2g.2 3
1:4-6 mos. 15.5 5 23.8 5
1: > 6 mos. 15.5 15 13.2 13
1: Subtotal 72.6 3 66.2 4

2 20.7 5 24.9 4
3 4.6 * 6.0 *
4 1.7 * 1.8 *
5 0.4 * 0.7 *
6 -- * 0.4 *
Subtotal 27.4 33.8

Total 100.0% 100.04

SampleSize 459 281

*Not computed due to small subsamples.
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As indicated below, no more than a third of the work registrants in this study returned for

a second spell. Although second spells tended to be of a longer duration in Alabama, the curves

in Figurd 2 indicate that households in Alabama were slower to return to the food stamp caseload

, than were households in Washington. Whereas 20 percent of the households in Washington

returned to the program within three months after they completed their initial spell of

participation, only 10.8 percent of the households in Alabama had returned by that point.

Following this initial difference, however, cases in the two states ultimately experienced comparable

rates of return, as indicated by the similar slopes of the two curves in the figure, but the

cumulative proportion who returned by 33 months was lower in Alabama (30 percent, compared

with 35 percent).

3. Costs of Participation

One of the goals of the Food Stamp Employment and Training (E&T) Program is to invest

resources in a way that will enhance the self-sufficiency of participants and reduce their

dependence on food stamps, thereby reducing food stamp costs. As in any public program, an

efficient use of resources requires that they be targeted in a manner whereby they will achieve

the greatest impact for the least cost. However, in order to do so, federal and state E&T planners

and program managers must have information that enables them to identify needs so that they can

develop strategies to meet them. One indicator of a household's need for E&T resources is the

value of the food stamp allotments that it receives over time. Therefore, if this criterion of need

were adopted, it would provide a basis for targeting E&T resources, and would help program

managers and administrators reduce the costs of the program.

The total value of allotments provided to work registrant households during the 33-month

observation period is shown in Table 3. Allotments valued at more than a half-million dollars
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($517,094) were provided to households in Alabama, while work registrant households in

Washington received allotments valued at $255,978. Households in Alabama received an average

of $1,127 during the period, somewhat larger than the $911 in coupons received by their

, counterparts in Washington.

The data in Table 3 indicate that multiple-speU households in both states received the

largest share of allotments provided to work registrant households in the samples. While this

group generated the greatest absolute cost, a smaller group of households--those that involved a

long single spell--were more expensive to serve. This type of household received allotments that

totaled an average of over $3,000 in Alabama and over $2,000 in Washington. In Alabama, the

total of these costs was almost as large as that incurred from cases that experienced multiple

spells.

These findings indicate that average total allotment costs are greatest for households that

experience long single spells, but the largest share of allotment costs is attributable to multiple-spell

households. This pattern suggests that the group of work registrant households which experiences

more than one spell is considerably larger than the group which experiences a single long spell.

In fact, as shown in Table 3, this is the case. For example, although cases that had a single long

spell in Alabama accounted only for 15.5 percent of the sample of work registrant households that

entered the program in early 1986, they accounted for 41.4 percent of the total cost of allotments

provided to households in the sample through late 1988. Similarly, only 13.2 percent of the sample

from Washington had long single spells, but they received 29.2 percent of the food stamp

allotments to sample households from that state.

Our analysis of the effects of different characteristics of work registrant households on the

patterns of participation and the costs of participation suggests that larger households may find it
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TABLE 3

TOTAL COST PER CASE BY PATTERNOF PARTICIPATION

Alabama Washinqton
I

All Cases

Value of all allotments $517,094 $255,978
Average per case $1,127 $911
SampleSize 459 281

Single-Spell Cases

Single Spell 1-3 Mos.
Value of all allotments $41,110 $20,896
Averagepercase $215 $255
Percentageof sample 41.6% 29.2%
Percentageof allotment 8.0% 8.2%

Single Spell 4-6 Mos.
Value of all allotments $41,813 $31,505
Averagepercase $589 $470
Percentageof sample 15.5% 23.8%
Percentageof allotment 8.1% 12.3%

Single Spell > 6 Mos.
Value of all allotments $213,998 $74,653
Average per case $3,014 $2,018
Percentageof sample 15.5% 13.2%
Percentageofallotment 41.4% 29.2%

Multiple-Spell Cases

Valueof allallotments $220,173 $128,924
Average per case $1,747 $1,357
Percentageofsample 27.5% 33.8%
Percentageofallotment 42.6% 50.4%
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more difficult to achieve a level of earnings that will make them ineligible for food stamps (see

the analysis presented in Appendix D of our full report [Usher et al., 1989]). Instead, their

earnings-simply lead to their receiving a smaller allotment. Generally, however, the impact of

individual and household characteristics on patterns of participation is rather weak.4

E. CONCLUSIONS

The findings of this study, based on a longitudinal analysis of a unique entry-cohort sample,

yield some new perspectives about the participation of work registrants in the FSP. In this section,

we offer some concluding observations about the significance of the study's findings and their

potential implications for administrators of the FSP and state E&T programs. We also point out

areas for further research that may help confirm the findings of this exploratory study.

1. Patterns of Participation by Work Registrants

Most of the work registrant households examined in this study received food stamps for six

months or less, left the program, and did not return within two to two and a half years. Even

though such households constituted a majority of the work registrant households that began

receiving food stamps during early 1986 in the study sites, they consumed a relatively small

proportion of the total food stamp allotments provided to this group. In Alabama, they

represented 57 percent of the sample, but accounted only for 16 percent of the total cost of

allotments. Similarly, in Washington, they comprised nearly 53 percent of the sample, but received

only 20 percent of food stamp allotments.

The largest share of food stamp allotments provided to work registrant households in this

study was consumed by households that experienced multiple spells within two to two and a half

years after they were initially certified. Although such cases do not represent more than a third

of the work registrants who began receiving food stamps during the study period, they consumed
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nearly half of the total food stamp allotments provided to sample households over the 33-month

study period (42.6 percent in Alabama and 49.3 percent in Washington).

The group that generated the largest cost per household in the FSP consisted of cases that

, experienced a single spell that lasted longer than six months. Even though these cases constituted

only 15.5 percent of the sample in Alabama and 13.8 percent of the sample in Washington, they

consumed, respectively, 41.4 percent and 30.6 percent of the total allotments to the samples of

work registrant households.

2. Opportunities for Targeting Employment and Training Resources

Some State and local food stamp agencies have been successful at targeting Quality Control

error-reduction programs toward certain types of households by using error-prone profiles (see

Usher and Duncan, 1985). In this case, however, we found that the impact of individual and

household characteristics on patterns of participation by work registrants is not strong.

Consequently, targeting E&T services toward particular types of work registrants or their

households might entail a rather high degree of error.

An appealing alternative to targeting on the basis of personal or household characteristics

was suggested by the pattern of cost data that emerged from this study. If our findings were

supported by a larger-scale study, they might encourage the adoption of "self-selection" as an

efficient method for targeting E&T services toward work registrants who are likely to generate

the greatest cost to the FSP. The approach would involve a very simple screening process based

on two criteria. The first would be the length of time that an initially certified work registrant has

been participating in the program. When work registrant households reach the sixth month of an

initial spell, it would be appropriate to target them for careful attention, if the findings of this
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study were confirmed. Given that such households are at greatest risk of enduring a long and

expensive spell, special intervention at this point might be appropriate.

Second, during all application interviews with work registrant households, eligibility specialists

, could ascertain whether the household had previously participated and been required to register

for work. Again, based on our findings on multiple-spell cases, it might be cost-effective to

monitor the job-search efforts of such work registrants more carefully. Such monitoring could be

undertaken only if a small amount of resources was devoted to maintaining current WR/JS

requirements for other work registrants. The information that we obtained on the WR/JS process

in Alabama and Washington suggests that only a small level of effort may be required because the

patterns of participation that we observed in the two study areas of each state emerged in the face

of what can best be described as a minimal job search requirement.

3. Further Research

Our research revealed very similar patterns of participation and program costs across samples

drawn from two quite different states. If these findings were supported by larger-scale studies, such

as the E&T evaluation being sponsored by FNS, they might provide the basis for a strategy to

enhance the efficiency and effectiveness of the work registration and job-search process. The data

base used by Burstein and Visher (1989) already provides the foundation for longitudinal analyses

of cross-sectional samples of the food stamp work registrant caseload. Soon, the E&T evaluation

will offer more up-to-date information, although the follow-up period will not be as long.
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TABLE A. 1

HOUSEHOLD SURVEYS USED IN ESTIMATING FSP ELIGIBILITY, BY COVERAGE
OF THE INFORMATION NECESSARY TO SIMULATE RESPONDENTS' ELIGIBILITY

I'

CoveraKe of:
Income Accounting Program Unit Gross. Countable Countable

Survey a Period Composition Income b Deductions Assets

Consumer Expenditure Survey,
Diary Portion (CESD) Annual Poor Poor Poor Poor

Consumer Expenditure Survey (CES) Quarterly Poor Poor Good Good

Michigan Panel Study of Income
Dynamics(PSID) Annual Poor Good Good Poor

Public Use Sample of the
DecennialCensus Annual Poor Good Poor Poor

Survey of Income and Education
(SIE) Annual Poor Good Poor Poor

March Current Population Survey
(CPS) Annual Poor Good Poor Poor

1979 Income Survey Development
Program (ISDP) Research Test Panel c Monthly Good Excellent Excellent Good

Survey of Income and Program Monthly Good Excellent Excellent Good
Participation (SIPP)

SOURCE: Table 4, Trippe (1989).

aFor a description of each of these surveys, see Appendix B, Trippe (1989).

bThis refers to the quality of the income data, such as the extent of underreporting.

CThe ISDP was developed as a pretest for SIPP and was discontinued after the 1979 test panel. The
last and largest (1979) test panel of the ISDP sample contained only approximately 7,500 households,
whereas each of the panels in the ongoing SIPP samples contain approximately 20,000 households.
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APPENDIX B

SF_.I_ON BIAS MOD_T-s

-_

, As discussed in the text, estimates of the dietary effects of thc FSP are usually based on

cross-sectional food-use data for both FSP participants and eligible nonparticipants. Since FSP

participants are a serf-selected group of households, selection bias arises if unmeasured or

unobserved differences occur between participants and nonparticipants that would exist even in

the absence of the FSP, and that are correlated with the nutrient availability of households. Two

types of selection bias are considered in this study. The first type, Type A, arises when FSP

participants and eligible nonparticipants exhibit different levels of food use and, hence, nutrient

availability, holding constant all other observed characteristics, even prior to participation in the

FSP. The second type of selection bias, Type B, exists if FSP participants and eligible

nonparticipants exhibit different marginal propensities to consume food (MPC) out of income.

In this case, those households that ultimately participate in the FSP show an increase in food

consumption (and nutrient availability) that differs in magnitude from what would be experienced
I

by eligible nonparticipants if they were to participate. The following discussion presents the

selection bias models in equation form.

The following set of equations represent Type A selection bias in model form:

(1) Nkt = c_ + 13kY_ + 8kB1 + X,Ok + f:kl

(2) P, = + ut

(3) P, = lifP_>__ O;

=OifP;<O

/
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where P'_ is an index for the "propensity" to participate in the FSP and Z_ is a set of variables

that affect that propensity. Included in Z_, among other things, is the potential food stamp and

cash income? The dummy variable P_ is one if the household actually participates in the FSP

and is zero if not. Equations (2) and (3) represent a standard probit model for a dummy

dependent variable. If the error terms 8k_ and U_ are correlated, Type A selection bias occurs.

If they are positively correlated, ordinary least squares (OLS) estimates of (1) yield estimates of

8 that are biased upward; if they are negatively correlated, the opposite occurs.

In Type B selection bias, it is assumed that different households have different MPCs out

of income. The following model depicts this case:

(4) Nk_ = _ + _k_(Y, + YkB_) + X_k + _k_

(5) _k_ = W,_k + _0kl

(6) Pi = + v,

(7) Pt = 1 if Pi > 0;

= 0 ifP_ < 0

In this model there is a single income variable, Y + ¥B, where ¥ is the ratio of the bonus MPC

to the cash-income MPC. The coefficient on this income variable, _, is the MPC for income

in general, and it has a subscript "i" to represent the fact that it is allowed to differ for different

households. Thus, this model allows the MPC out of income to differ between FSP participants

_Specifically, the variables used as predictors of the likelihood of participating in the FSP are
weekly cash income; potential food stamp benefit; race of the household head (1 = black,
0 = non-black); dummy variables for whether the household has a male head only or a female
head only; dummy variables for the age, education, and employment status of the female household

head (or male household head if no female household head is present); and a dummy variable for
whether the household owns its home.

/
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and eligible nonparticipants. Aa shown in equation (9), the MPC for income is assumed to be a

function of a set of variables denoted by W and by an unobserved error term, W,?

In this model, selection bias exists if the error terms W1 and t/_ are correlated. If, for

example, they are positively correlated, it would imply that those households whose MPCs are

high even in the absence of the FSP (high WI) are more likely to participate in the FSP.

The estimation of this model also allows the error terms _ and O_ to be correlated. Thus,

the model includes both Type A and Type B selection bias. They are different types of selection

bias, because in one case (Type A) we are testing whether households with different levels of

nutrient availability are more or less likely to be FSP participants, whereas in the other (Type B)

we are testing whether the chamze in nutrient availability per dollar of income is greater or smaller

for FSP participants.

One of the main interests in estimating this model is whether the estimate of ¥ is or is

not equal to 1, where the coefficient ¥ is the estimated ratio of the MPC for the food stamp

benefit to the cash-income MPC. However, it is possible that this ratio is affected by Type B

selection bias because it could be that those who are FSP participants have higher MPC_, in the

first place, out of both income and food stamp benefits. The estimates of the selection bias model

will indicate whether this is indeed the case.

3_'he set of variables assumed to influence the MPC for cash income are race, household

size in adult-male-e, xluivalent persons, the number of guest meals eaten from household food
supplies, dummy variables for the age of the female household head (<35, 35-59, and 60+), and

dummy variables for whether the household lives in the South or in a suburban location.
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APPENDIX C

MEASURES OF HOUSEHOLD COMPOSITION
AND CALCLK_TION OF ADULT MAT.I_.

-- EQUIVALENT PERSONS AND EQUIVAT.RNT _ON UNITS

I

A consistent finding of previous research based on food-use data is that household size

and composition have important effects on food expenditures and nutrient availability. Larger

households and households with certain types of members (e.g., teenage males) have been found

to consume greater quantities of food, leading to higher food expenditures and greater nutrient

availability than are found among households of other sizes and/or composition. Three basic

measures of household composition are used in research on food-use data:

1. Household size

2. Household size in adult-male-equivalent (AME) persons

3. Household size in equivalent nutrition units (ENU)

The first measure of composition--household size--is simply the number of persons in the

household, and is the easiest measure to uae in analyses of food expenditures and nutrient

availability. It is typically adjusted to 21-meal-at-home equivalent persons to account for

differences in the number of meals eaten at home (21 meals-at-home in a week equals one

person). One problem with household size and household size in 21-meal-at-home persons is

that all household members are treated identically, and, thus, the age and sex of the household

members are assumed to be unrelated to the amount of food use. This assumption is questionable,

since it is likely that variations in either food expenditures or nutrient availability can be attributed

in part to the age and sex, as well as the number, of household members. For example, a

household that consists of a woman and two children has different nutritional requirements (and,
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hence, is likely to have different food expenditures) than does a household of similar size with

three adult males.

The second measure of composition-household size in adult-male-equivalent persons--adjusts

actual household size for the age and sex of the household members. The adjustment procedure

weights each household member by the nutritional requirements of that member relative to the

nutritional requirements of an adult male age 23 to 50? The sum of these weights gives

household size in adult-male-equivalent persons. For example, consider the following household

with a male and female head each age 30, a boy age 15, and a girl age 12:

Requirements for

Food Energy
HousehoM Member (Kilocalories) Relative Needs

Male, age 30 2,700 1.00

Female, age 30 2,000 .74

Male, age 15 2,800 1.04

Female,age12 2,200 .81

Household size in adult-male- 3.59

equivalent persons

The number of adult-male-equivalent persons in this household, based on the relative needs of

the household members for food energy, is 3.59. Household size in adult-male-equivalent persons

is used as a scale for the income variables used as independent variables for the analysis reported

in this paper. Table C. 1 presents mean values for the nutrient-specific adult-male-equivalent

persons and scaled income variables. The final measure of composition--household size in

_These requirements are obtained from the 1980 Recommended Dietary Allowances (RDA),
which were determined by the National Research Council of the National Academy of Sciences.
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equivalent nutrition units--is the number of adult male equivalents in the household who eat meals

from the household food supplies. It adjusts actual household size for both the age-sex

composition of the family members and the proportion of meals eaten away from home.

, Continuing with the previous example, suppose that the male head ate two-thirds of his weekly

meals at home, and the other household members ate all of their meals at home:

Proportion of Equivalent
Relative Meals Eaten Nutrition

Household Member Needs at Home Units

Male, age 30 1.00 x .67 = .67

Female, age 30 .74 x 1.00 = .74

Male,age15 1.04 x 1.00 = 1.04

Female, age 12 .81 x 1.00 = .81

Householdsizein 3.26
equivalent nutrition
units

Household size in equivalent nutrition units for this hypothetical household, based on the relative

needs for food energy, is 3.26 persons. Equivalent nutrition units are used as scales for the

nutrient availability variables for this analysis, and mean values of the nutrient-specific equivalent

nutrition units and scaled availability variables are presented in Table C.2.
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TABLEC.I

HEANVALUESFORNUTRIENT-SPECIFIC_ AND
Sr.JU.ED %NCC#EVARIABLES

Explanatory Variables FoodEnergy Protein Vitamin A Vitamin C Thiamin Riboflavin V_tamln B6 Calcium Phosphorus Magnesium Iron

N4E 2.63 2.59 2.65 3.08 2.63 2.70 2.76 3.67 3.65 2.77 4.74

%nc_omm.Per RI4E(S/week)

CashZncome $47.23 $44.19 S43.40 S38.83 $45.68 $44.32 $40.63 $33.83 $33._ $41.47 $29.28

Food StumpBenefit a 5.42 5.36 5.24 4.33 5.33 5.19 4.g4 3.78 3.81 $.0] 3.68

Food StampBeneftt- 10.84 10.72 10.48 8.68 10.66 10.38 9.88 7.56 7.62 10.02 6.12
Participants

Subsidy Value of School 1.25 1.35 1.30 1.13 1.26 1.23 1.25 .8g .Bg 1.23 .70
Lunches

Subsidy Value of School .17 .19 .18 .16 .18 .17 .18 .12 .12 .17 .10
Breakfasts

Value of Home-Gro,m .53 .49 .46 .42 .62 .50 .46 .3g .3g .46 .35
Food

Value of Gift/Pay Food .88 .83 .82 .68 .85 .63 .77 .63 .63 .79 .63

hJ

SOURCE:lg7g-80 Survey of Food ConsumptionIn Low-IncomeHouseholds.

alncludes zeros for nonparticipants.



TABLE C.2

MEAN VALUE FOR NUTKIENT-SPECIFIC gNU AND
SCALED NUTRIENT AVAILABILITY VARIABLES

-_

Daily Availability [
ENU PerENU

Food Energy 2.27 3,988 Kcal

Protein 2.26 129 m§

Vitamin A 2.31 11,414 IU

Vitamin C 2.70 139 mg
r

Thiamin 2.28 2.71 mg i

Riboflavin 2.33 3.23 mg

Vitnm_n B8 2.41 2.56 mg

Calcium 3.17 1,000 mg

Phosphorus 3.15 1,710 mg

Magnesium 2.41 464 mg [

Iron 4.14 16.9mg

SOURCE: 1979-80 Survey of Food Consumption in Low-Income Households.
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